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ABSTRACT
The aim of this comparative case study is to investigate the ways two Black middle class
children negotiated their literate identities between school and church. This study is distinctive
because it targeted an underrepresented population in-and-out of school. Currently, there are a
few studies that focus on the Black church as a learning domain (Hale, 1994; Kelly, 2001;
McMillion, 2001; McMillion & Edwards, 2000) and fewer literacy studies that research the
Black middle class (Heath, 1983 & Williams, 1991 ). The disregard of the Black Middle class in
literacy research is problematic because members are uniquely positioned as they have attained
financial security but may participate in social and cultural practices that are unrecognized in
schools. The questions explored in this study are: (1) How do children of the
Black middle class negotiate and navigate their literate identities in church and school? And (2)
What literacy practices do these children use in church and school settings?
The study is situated within the following frameworks: Critical Race Theory (CRT) that
uncovers the distinctive experiences for people of color; Cultural Historical Activity Theory
(CHAT) that examines human actions and interactions; and identity theory, which focuses on

constructions of self in varied contexts. Data collection included semi-structured interviews of
the children, parents, Sunday school and classroom teachers, observations of church and school
literacy practices, artifacts from each context, and researcher memos. Qualitative data analysis
included multiple rounds of coding, triangulation, and constant comparative analysis. The
findings demonstrated that communal and individual practices encouraged diverse ways of
engaging, relationships influenced how the children navigated each space, and children exhibited
different identities in small groups or multi-aged groups. The broader implications from this
study highlighted the significance of out-of-school literacy practices and the need for teachers to
integrate community literacy practices into the curriculum.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
My childhood, heavily influence by Jamaican and African American cultures, and
spiritual beliefs planted firmly in Christian roots based on Biblical doctrines, was full of multiple
and complex literacy practices. I was saturated in oral family storytelling events that were
connected to these doctrines and to the political and social messages of Reggae music.
According to Chang (2008), the Minister of Water and Housing in Jamaica, Reggae highlights
the themes of “rebellion, human rights, love, respect for others and freedom”
(http://www.yardflex.com/archives/002854.html). My mother, one of my first educators,
encouraged me to be a patron of the local library early in my life and to read texts that offered
information about my historical and cultural background. These home literacy practices
encompassed reading African American literature (e.g., African folktales, poetry by Langston
Hughes, and biographies of historical African American figures) and listening to generational
stories. Furthermore, I was actively involved in my church and participated in various events
such as, plays, speeches, and interpretive dance. These literacy events were a part of my identity.
I was a functioning and active member of my community.
My out-of-school literacy practices were critical and sociocultural, yet there were distinct
differences in how I was performing in school. I was labeled an at-risk reader based on failing
scores on the state standardized reading exam. This conflict of functionality caused confusion
and disrupted my perception as a reader. My deficient academic rating also puzzled my parents.
Ultimately, they were financially and mentally invested in my education. Their middle class
economic status enabled them to purchase educational games and attended every possible school

2	
  
	
  
open house. Yet, the curriculum and assessments utilized an autonomous model of literacy
(Street, 1995) that categorized literacy as a set of technical skills, which can be taught without
social context.
My home and community literacy practices “stressed the significance of the socialization
process in the construction of the meaning for literacy participants” (p.29). At home oral
storytelling encouraged me to synthesize across stories and actual events in my life. I was able to
identify themes, conflicts, and resolutions or explore other possible outcomes. Growing up in
New York City I was surrounded by diverse families and was a member of many subgroups. I
developed close-knit friendships with children from different ethnic backgrounds. As a guest in
their homes, I understood how to adapt to other norms and traditions according to their culture.
Before and during these visits, my peers would clarify accepted and inappropriate behaviors such
as, making sure that I turned over my teacup to be filled by her father and not take too much food
from the shared dish because it is considered disrespectful to not leave enough for others to eat.
At another friend’s house I was instructed to greet her mother with a hug and kiss on the check
prior to entering. These coaching tips were reciprocated when they were visitors in my home. I
encouraged them to finish all the food on their plates, ask to be excused from the table, and
explained why I addressed my elders as aunties and uncles. I successfully navigated the various
discourses in my community but failed in school.
Overall my home and community literacy practices were situated in social and
meaningful contexts that fostered collaborative learning. Literacy, to me, was more than
decoding, consuming information, and learning sentence structure. In contrast, I was a
disengaged student in my skill based reading classes and could not relate to the singular
approach employed by the school. The mismatch between school and home attributed to my
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failing scores on the state standardized reading exams, which categorized me as unprepared to
matriculate to the next grade level. Although, the school system positioned me as an “at risk
reader,” I was able to embrace my community literacy practices and push through school. Now
as an adult and a graduate student, I am at awe by my ability to have successfully navigated the
terrains of my community yet fail in the confines of school to become a reader as defined by the
school system.
Statement of the Problem
School structures and curricula are traditionally defined by dominant, White middle class
norms and expectations. Yet many children in the school system are from linguistically and
culturally diverse groups that may embrace different ways interacting with school structures and
practices (Cazden, 2001; Nasir, 2012; Smitherman, 1977). According to Lazar, Edwards, and
McMillion (2012) “school curricula reflect Anglo traditions and disempower students of color by
marginalizing their culture and heritage” (p.37). The disregard of students’ culture and
experiences increases the misalignment between school and home literacy practices and affects
academic achievement (Delpit, 2006; Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992). Delpit (2002)
posited, “when instruction is stripped of children’s cultural legacies, then they are alienated from
school and its instructional goals, then in return view themselves as inadequate” (p.41). In their
work, Lazar et al. note that African American authors and texts are usually confined to Black
History month, whereas everyday readings and curricula are from Eurocentric perspectives.
Children of color normally do not see themselves in the curricula, thereby devaluing their sense
of identities.
Cultural incongruence between home and school fosters a perception of deficiency
among both educators and students. Initially, the deficit model conceptualized African American
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learners as damaged goods, impaired, and inferior (Murrell, 2009; Ogbu, 1991). In his work,
Ogbu (1991) positioned African Americans in the deficit theory because he categorized
involuntary minorities as resistant to the adaption of mainstream culture due to racism and
oppression in comparison to voluntary minorities that view hard work and success in education
as key factors for economic attainment. In schools, Black children’s oral language was seen as
unstructured, undeveloped, and deficient in comparison to Standard English (Gadsen, 1994). The
debate of language has also entered the realm of politics, such as a California school district
ruling to utilize second language resources to serve African-American students that speak
Ebonics (Edgerson, 2006). Essentially oral language is the topic of dispute in several sectors,
such as, education and politics, which will later be discussed. Further, research indicates that
many African American learners do not relate to the school norms and are prohibited to utilize
their communicative style (Delpit, 2012; Heath, 1986) or ways of interacting (Compton-Lilly,
2003; McMillion & Edwards, 2000) and traditions (Steele, 1992). Take for example, the work of
Cazden (2001), who studied classroom discourse patterns. She found that African-American
Vernacular English was viewed through a deficit lens and labeled by the Caucasian educators as
hard to follow and incoherent. Whereas, the White children’s topic-centered speech that followed
a pattern expected in schools by the dominant group was applauded.
In response to the deficit perspective, scholars have challenged schools to become
culturally aware and take a critical stance on literacy (Hale, 1994; Hilliard, 1991, 1992; King,
1994; Kirkland, 2013; Tatum, 2000). To summarize, Hilliard (1991; 1992) clarified the
importance of an African centered curriculum for all students and not just African Americans.
King (1994) analytically questioned, “What is education for? And what is the conception of
African American cultural knowledge in the education process?” (p. 27). These scholars call for
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an education that associates learning with liberation, which will later be explored. The African
pedagogical approach values communal learning and human equality, whereas mainstream,
European American, curricula promote competitiveness and independent work (Asante, 1991).
This stark contrast problematizes the purpose of schooling and literacy teachings for African
American learners.
Other scholars (Compton-Lilly, 2003, 2007; Heath, 1982; Miller, 2010) have opposed the
deficit model of language use by problematizing the assumption that families who read bedtime
stories foster literacy. Their work has examined how families participate in different literacy
events such as, oral storytelling, reading Sunday school church materials (Heath, 1982) and book
trading (Compton-Lilly, 2003; 2007). These families are equally interested in their children’s
academic achievement. However, when one group is privileged in the school system, others are
marginalized and deemed incapable and insufficient in learning.
Purpose of the Study
There are a number of studies that solely focus on the literacy practices of AfricanAmericans that live in poverty and/or members of the working class (Compton-Lilly, 2003;
Delpit, 2006; Gadsden, 1992; Kinloch, 2009; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Vernon-Feagans,
Hammer, Micco & Manlove, 2002). This scholarly inquiry is important, the findings are
pertinent, and cannot be overlooked. However, lacking in these studies is an understanding of the
influence of class. There are a couple of older studies that research the literacy practices of Black
middle class children and families (Heath, 1983; Williams, 1991). This study is distinct because
it targets the literacy practices of the Black middle class during this present time.
The Black Middle class is uniquely positioned as they have attained financial security but
participate in social and cultural practices that may be unrecognized by the mainstream. Some
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research studies uncover that Black middle class strategically assimilate to the dominant group
(Martin, 2008; Tatum, 1987) while maintaining membership in African-American social
institutions (Lacy, 2004) to cultivate positive Black identities for their children (Lareau, 2003;
Tatum, 1999, 1997). Regardless of efforts to assimilate and maintain social ties to the working
class and Blacks in general (Benjamin, 2005; Dawson, 1994; Hochschild, 1995; Moss, 2005),
there is a conflict between school and home for Black middle class children (Lareau & Horvat,
1999; McMillon, 2001; McMillon & Edwards, 2000; Williams, 1991).
While the previous literacy studies focused on socialization of the Black middle class, my
study is distinctively framed because it examines the multiplicities of identity in church and
school. For the purpose of this study, I refer to a Black American as an individual who identifies
as Black, African American and/or decedents of Africa or the Caribbean islands. Due to
centuries of instituted slavery, this population faces a harsh reality that lineage is an untraceable
variable. In addition, the status of Black middle class is multifaceted with regard to educational
attainment, occupation, and income. Historically African Americans are drastically underpaid
compared to their European American counterparts (Patillo-McCoy, 1999). The classification of
middle class renders fluid results (Morris, 2009). According to Lacy (2007), there are two
categories: the fragile Black middle class and the stable Black middle class. The fragile mainly
consists of blue-collar jobs, such as, sales or clerical positions, which do not require a college
degree. Patillo (1999) described this group exceedingly different than the White middle class due
to discriminatory practices that prohibit upward mobility. Another category, the stable Black
middle class entails members with white-collar occupations that require a minimum of a
Bachelor’s degree. According to the United States Census of 2010, 27.3% of Black households
earn an income of $25,000 to $50,000, 15.2% income ranges between $50,000 and $75,000, and
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17% earn above $75,000. These groups are typically labeled as lower-middle class, middle-class
and upper-middle class. For the purpose of this study, there are several factors that I will use to
determine middle class membership, such as, a minimum income of $50,000, home ownership,
educational attainment, and career development. Although, I will ask the participants to explain
how the family racially and economically identify themselves, in order to qualify for this study
they will need to identify as African-American and obtain at least 3 of 4 the descriptors for
middle class membership. The research questions that will guide my study are:
1. How do children of the Black middle class navigate and negotiate their literate
identities between church and school?
2. What literacy practices do these children use in church and school settings?
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is foregrounded in Cultural Historical Activity
Theory (CHAT), Critical Race Theory (CRT), and tenets of identity theory from a
poststructualist approach. I employ all three theories, to explore the overlapping identities of
race, class, and culture. Also, the juxtaposition of CHAT, CRT, and identity theory provides a
lens to analyze the historical factors of learning institutions while examining issues of language
and power.
Sociocultural Theory
The application of sociocultural theory is pertinent to my study, as I examine the literacy
practices of Black middle class children in church and school. In particular, Vygotsky’s (1986)
work has played a pivotal role in synthesizing psychology and linguistics. His contributions
have greatly influenced teaching and learning. In the opening of Thought and Language,
contrary to previous views, Vygotsky problematizes the distinction between thought and speech.
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Rather than considering thought and language to be two distinct, unrelated processes, Vygotsky
(1986) posited that thought is heavily influenced by language (p. 94). He also believed that
language development and thought occurred through social interaction and the exchange of
culture from adult to child. Therefore, children do not operate as machines internalizing facts
but they make connections and acquire language from social experiences.
Further, Bruner (1983), a psychologist heavily influenced by Vygotsky, theorized that
adults and culture impact language. Bruner’s (1977) The Nature and uses of Immaturity was the
first to tackle issues of language. In this publication, he draws on laboratory observations of
nonhuman primates. Emphasizing the communicative function of language and closely linking
language to action, Bruner (1977) correlated his findings of children’s initial language
development to Piaget’s (1969) theory that language is deeply rooted in action and sensorimotor
mechanisms. He went on to describe a time when formal teaching was fairly novel and the focus
of language was situated in action stating, “the child is not drawn aside and told how to do it; he
is shown while the action is going on, with language as a marker of action” (1977, p.701).
Bruner later examined language acquisition among children in other research studies. Ratner and
Bruner (1977) studied how language games between a child and mother fosters the child’s
progress in the mastery of language. This longitudinal study observed eight games and revealed
that children are able to transfer familiar semantics and predictable task structures from pretend
to real world applications (Ratner & Bruner, 1977). This finding is aligned to Vygotsky’s
assertion that children develop language from the social interaction of an adult or mature peer
(1986). The two children that participated in this study were able to connect the language games
to practical situations by applying the same format of with the assistance of their mothers.
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The study of discourse is directly related to language and literacy framed from a
sociocultural approach. Each individual belongs to a primary Discourse, which serves as a
framework or base for language acquisition (Gee, 2008). The primary Discourse engages
children in learning values, behaviors, and the language within context. Eventually, people
obtain secondary Discourses that can be local or community based, such as school Discourse or
church Discourse. Kutz (1997) refers to speech communities as a group of members that speak
the same language and/or dialect while belonging to other communities at the same time.
Speech communities and discourses are two similar concepts because each addresses the use of
language according to the participants and setting. Also, her notion that “through interactions
with family members and immediate members, children acquire language” (1997, p.109) is
parallel to Vygotsky’s claim that students build language through social interaction of adults.
Multifaceted and multilingual children may appear as valuably diverse members of the
classroom but for students of color and/or a low socioeconomic status, it is deemed as
inadequate.
Within the next section, I will provide a more in-depth explanation of Cultural Historical
Activity theory, which undergirds my study.
Cultural Historical Activity Theory
Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), a branch of sociocultural theory (Holland,
Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain, 1998), which highlights human actions and interactions formed by
social, cultural, and historical factors, theoretically frames this study.
The legacy of CHAT is divided into three generations. The first generation is known as
activity theory, which is linked to the Soviet Union during the 1920s and 1930s and grounded in
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the pioneering work of Vygotsky (Holzman, 2006; Lee, 2007; Williams, Davies, & Black, 2007).
His work focused on a holistic view of the child by implicating that language development and
cognition occurred through social interaction and the exchange of culture from adult to child.
Eventually, CHAT was further developed by two of Vygotsky’s former students, Luria and
Leont’ev to include cultural and historical dimensions, which earned the title of secondgeneration activity theory (Lee, 2007). The main difference between the two generations of
theory is that Vygotsky emphasized the mediated action of the subject and tool on the object,
while Leont’ev shifted his inquiry to action that is collectively and socially based (Williams et al.
2007). In other words, the first generation was exclusive to the individual, the tool, and the
object; the second generation analyzed the individual in relation to a broadened scope of the
activity, including rules and roles. Further, this second wave of CHAT theoretically position
culture and activity at the center, while analyzing interactions between individuals (Holzman,
2006). Later, the third generation emerged that built upon the previous two while taking into
account diversity and the possibility of multiple activity systems complimenting or contradicting
each other (Engeström et al., 1999).
The third generation will be utilized for the analysis. This theory consists of an
abundance of dualisms, “objectivity-subjectivity, agent-object and person-environment” (p.5). I
will explore these dualisms in different contexts, church and school, which are represented in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1:Adapted from Engeström (2001).

This activity theory occurs in relation to a community of people and is not restricted to an
individual (Cole & Engeström1993; Engeström, 2001). The communities in turn foster a division
of labor, which is the continuous negotiation of tasks, powers, and responsibilities in the activity
system (Cole & Engeström1993). Hence, Figure 1 encompasses tools, subject, rules, community,
and division of labor which in turn produces an object or outcome for each activity: Object 1 for
the church is to foster spiritual development and Object 1 for the school is to promote literacy
development. By observing the division of labor or the roles of the students, this study will
investigate how children negotiate their identities in each context or activity. Object 2 represent
the contradictions between each context, meaning the norms or practices are acceptable in one
context but not the other while Object 3 symbolizes the commonalities of each context. The
examination of physical space, norms, and social aims in both communities is also essential
(Seaman, 2007). Likewise, it is helpful to question, “Why are roles arranged in a particular way?
How do these positions affect individuals’ perspectives on the activity? Are roles flexible or
rigid?” (p. 10). Along with my research questions, these inquiries will guide my analysis.
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According to Holzman (2006) activity theory assumes that reality both shapes individuals
and is shaped by individual actions. Further, Cole and Engeström highlighted “that when
activities become institutionalized, they are robust and enduring, such as activity systems in
schools reproduce monotonous actions and repetitive outcomes” (p.8, 1993). Next, I will
juxtapose a story shared by Delpit (2006) and a hypothetical example of a girl writing in church
to clarify the meaning of each generation as it relates to my study. The representation of first
generation is the child, which is the subject and the utilization of paper are the tools. Then, the
second generation would consider the history and culture of the context. Lastly, the third
generation takes into consideration a combination of the two while comparing and contrasting
each space. For example, Delpit’s daughter, a voracious reader, that needs assistance writing four
sentences for her first grade homework assignment. As Delpit (2006) began to instruct her, the
daughter interjected and stated, “Those are not sentences! Sentences are something you write but
would never say!” In a different context, we have a girl in church that is directed to make a card
for her fellow peer, who is lying in the hospital with fatal injuries. Both girls are using similar
tools but the communities foster different purposes or norms for writing. In sum, CHAT
embodies multiple variables, the subjects, the tools, the action on the object, the collective norms
and rules, and the outcome. These variables factor into construction of multiple identities for
people and the outcomes can create contradictions when the objects are placed in different
contexts (Seaman, 2008).
Critical Race Theory
According to Ladson-Billings (2009) Critical Race Theory (CRT) reveals the distinctive
experiences for people of color. CRT is appropriate for this study because it questions the
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absence of African-American experiences in the curriculum also referred to as master scripting,
which is the act of silencing other voices and using “white, upper class, male perspective as the
standard knowledge that students need to know” (Swartz, 1992, p.341).
Initially, CRT emerged from critical legal studies (CLS) in the mid-1980s after legal
scholars were dissatisfied with the way the law neglected to uncover social inequality (2009).
Eventually, the goals of CLS were applied to the field of education through CRT. Through the
following tenets: (a) racism is normal, (b) storytelling is an important form for exploring race
and racism, (c) interest convergence, and (d) social construction of race (Ladson-Billings, 2009).
Since, my study explores a particular race and group of people that have been overlooked in
research, it is appropriate to ground my study in a critical framework. For the purpose of this
study, I will focus on the first two tenets below:
Tenet 1: Racism is normal. “Those with power are frequently least aware of its
existence or least willing to acknowledge it” (Delpit, 1995, p.26). Therefore, when a dominant
group profits from “systematic advantage and disadvantage” (Tatum, 1999, p.9) inequity is
fostered and creates a society that cultivates racism as a norm. King (1990) coined the term
dyconscious racism meaning a type of racism “that tacitly accepts dominant White norms and
privileges” (p.135). It is similar to an invisible weightless knapsack that is unpacked everyday,
people of the dominant group are incognizant of the privileges they racially inherit and utilize on
a daily basis, such as high and positive representation in the media (McIntosh, 2000). For
example, Delpit (2012) compared the news coverage of Hurricane Katrina with two photos
published days apart. One photo depicted a Black male with the caption: “A young man walks
through chest-deep flood waters after looting a grocery store” while another photo captured two
White people with the caption: “Two residents wade through chest-deep water after finding
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bread and soda.” These photos are testament of the ways Blacks have been represented and
labeled.
Educational practices such as lack of culturally relevant texts and clustering the history of
a people to Black History month are oppressive structures, which normalizes racism. Lastly,
CRT illuminates that current instructional practices presume that African Americans are
deficient (Ladson-Billings, 2009) instead of critiquing the curriculum and classroom pedagogies
of teachers. This way it is easier to chastise the child than the structural factors of public
education.
Tenet 2: Storytelling. Second, storytelling is an important form for exploring race and
racism. Historically, people of color have employed story telling to describe racial discrimination
and heal wounds (Tate, 1997). The utilization of storytelling counteracts the master narrative of
dominant white middle class members and highlights the experiences of those who are
marginalized due to race, class, sexual preference, and gender. According to Ladson-Billings,
“the voice of people of color is required for a deep understanding of the educational system”
(2009, p.24). For example, the introduction of this chapter captures my story as a child in the
public school system. Likewise, I hope to authentically document the lived experiences of my
participants in and out of school.
Tenet 3: Interest Convergence. Although, liberalism is a catalyst of social change, it has
minimal intentions to impact people of color. Liberalism aids the dominant group. In particular,
racism advances the interest of Whites instead of its intended group. For example, the ruling of
Brown vs. Board of Education occurred at a time where America wanted to symbolize
democracy to other countries (Bell, 1980). Also, the implementation of affirmative action is
believed to support African Americans and other ‘minorities’ to secure employment and/or
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acceptance into universities. However, research indicates the primary beneficiaries are middle
class Caucasian women (Katznelson, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2009).
Tenet 4: Social construction of race. By using a CRT lens, race is not based on biology
or science but is socially constructed through historical and social contexts. These constructs
were created to maintain hegemonies that privilege one group over others due to systems of race
and class (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997).
Poststructuralism: Identity Theory
Poststructuralism is a theoretical perspective, which encompasses an eclectic group of
theories that are often used by educators to examine culture, history, discourse, and the
marginalization of others (Agger, 1991 & St. Pierre, 2000) through a discursive approach.
According to Lemert (1997), “post structuralism is a culture that prefers to break things up, to
respect the several parts of social world. When it speaks of culture it prefers to speak of cultures”
(p.22). Historically, the evolution of poststructuralism was fostered by the idea that different
realities may co-exist (McHale, 1987) due to the industrial and capitalist shifts in society
(Harvey, 1970), specifically the Worker’s Revolt of 1968 in Paris, United States abandonment of
the gold standard and the fall of the Berlin Wall (Smith, 2006). Three theorists in particular
made influential contributions to poststructuralism: Foucault and Lyotard. Next, I will briefly
describe their work and connect it to my study of identity.
In Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault explains the history of discourses or ‘discursive
formations’ and how it is traced to knowledge and power (1972) in prisons (1977) and sexuality
(1978). He defined discourses as a set of rules and “practices that systematically form the objects
of which they speak” (p.49) and discursive formation as a “series of events and processes (p. 74).
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Both concepts are instrumental in the historical and cultural construction of identity. For
example, the discourse of schools can largely impact what students do, who they are, will be and
may be (Sarup, 1996). In sum, Foucault’s work rejects the concept of a universal identity while
highlighting the practices that constitute or construct the subject. Similarly, Lyotard in The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984) framed the concept of meta-narratives
instead of a grand narrative by rejecting one master story of the world but various stories from
heterogeneous subjects and numerous social groups. According to Sarup, “identities are a site of
struggle between conflicting discourses (or in Lyotard’s case meta narratives) and during this
struggle, not only words change their meanings but, identities also” (1996, p. 73). Essentially,
poststructualism argues that identity is not a concrete state but it is an incomplete and unfinished
self, a subject in process (Sarup, 1996), which is fractured through discourses (Foucault, 1972) or
metanarratives (Lyotard, 1984).
To investigate my research questions, I focused on three particular tenets of identity
theory.
1.

Identity is not static; rather it is subjective, fragmented and pluralistic (Moya,
2000).

2.

Public vs. Private Identity (Sarup, 1996).

3.

Identities shift in relation to setting or the figured world (Holland, Lachicotte,
Skinner & Cain, 1998).

The above citations further ground my theoretical stance as each supports my
implementation of CHAT. Using CHAT, CRT and identity theory as my theoretical lens, I am
able to critically examine how context influences identity. In this section of the chapter, I will
expound on each tent.
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Tenet 1: Identity is not static; rather it is subjective, fragmented and pluralistic.
Moya (2000) explored the conceptions of identity through a postpositivist realist approach by
highlighting the significance of multiplicity. Esposito (2003) also argued that identities are
fragmented and “there does not exist any one unified identity” (p.5). Identity constantly shifts
based on social, historical, and economic structures and produces multiple subjectivities. The
subjective experience of a person relies fundamentally on the relationships to other social groups
(Hames-Garcia, 2000). For example, Bowleg (2008) illustrated the complexities of identifying as
a Black+Lesbian+Woman by explaining its intersectionality and how each are indivisibly linked.
These constructs are connected in such a way that to understand identity one cannot simply
review the sum total of its parts. Rather, one must acknowledge the fluidity of identity and that
one construct cannot exist without the other. Bowleg clarified “one’s identity as a Black lesbian
is the meaningful whole; it is not a mere addition of ethnicity, sexual orientation, and
sex/gender” (p.312). Hames-Garcia (2000) posited that identities constantly and differently
blend. Similar to my childhood, it is inconceivable for me to dissect my Jamaican heritage from
my upbringing in New York City, each are essential to my identity.
Tenet 2: Public vs. Private Identity. Sarup (1996) defined public identity as the outside
conceptions of self-meaning the labels that are placed on individuals whereas the private identity
captures the inside conceptions of self. It is crucial for my theory to support the analysis of how
the teachers perceive my participants in each context because their conceptions will influence
construction of identity. This tenet is two fold due to the analysis of how the participants view
him/herself based on a literate engagement (Ferdman, 1990; McCarthey, 2001) and how the
adults position children based on their perception of literacy identities.
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Tenet 3: Identities shift in relation to the setting or figured world. Groundbreaking
research on identity is attributed to the work of Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998)
whom defined a figured world as “formed and re-formed in relation to the everyday activities
and events that ordain happenings within it” (p. 53). The notion of figured worlds refers to the
spaces which people actively participant in. Such participation construct identities in the figured
worlds by shaping what people do and who they are per the context. While participating in these
figured worlds, a person is either “offered” or “afforded” a social position (Holland & Leander,
2004) and can decide whether to accept or reject the position, whether partially or completely
(Bourdieu, 1977; Foucault, 1975; Freire, 1993). There are numerous literacy studies that observe
how students are positioned in schools and communities such as, young readers (Luke, 1993),
African-American teenagers (Kinloch, 2009), Latino high school students (Valenzuela, 1999),
and African-American male adolescents (Dance, 2002; Tatum, 2000). For instance, in a threeyear long ethnographic study, Malcolm completely rejected participating in school instruction
because he felt his teacher insulted his intelligence (Dance, 2002). His fifth grade teacher,
mandated by the school curriculum, taught about Dr. Martin Luther King for Black History
month. Tired of learning about the same historical figure, Malcolm did not listen or participate in
the classroom lesson. He also recalled instances when his teacher suggested that Africans
volunteered to help with colonization. This participant symbolized how individuals can reject
being positioned by a figured world.
Malcolm also represents how individuals belong to figured worlds that foster
subjectivities to shift as the figured worlds change. In contrast to his fifth grade teacher, Malcolm
enjoyed and respected his sixth grade teacher because she demanded academic success and
encouraged him to read from texts that were of high interest. Even though the context of the
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school remained the same, the figured world of classroom teachers shifted and, as a result his
positionality became altered. In relation to my study, children construct their identity as they
engage in literacy events and participate in multiple communities. These events and institutions
can shape and impact identity.
Overview of Theoretical Framework
The theories employed in this study focus on the social construction of identity from a
poststructuralist perspective and emphasize certain dynamics such as, race and class. Therefore,
it was only fitting to situate the study in sociocultural theory and critical race theory. In addition,
it is imperative to explore identity in the context of history, culture, and language, thus I included
the subcategories CHAT and identity theory. In this section, I intend to conceptualize the
intersections of my theoretical framework. Similarly, Stinson (2009) constructed an eclectic
theoretical paradigm to frame his study because “no single paradigm satisfied all requirements”
(p.499).
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Below is a figure that holistically summarizes my theoretical framework:

Figure 2: Theoretical Framework

Definition of Key Terms
It is necessary that I define terms as they relate to my study. In this section, I will define
the following:
1.

Black American and/or African American: these terms will be used
interchangeably, referring to descendants of Africa, the Caribbean islands, or
having membership to any of the Black racial groups.
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2.

Black middle class: members of this population have secured some form of
financial stability and can be represented in various ways, such as, home
ownership, job security, educational attainment, and/or being able to
comfortably afford extra curricular activities.

3.

Literate Identity: A sense of being that is fostered through literacy practices in
different contexts.

4.

Literacy Practices: Are ways of interacting, which includes but not limited to
speaking, listening, writing and reading.
Conclusion

Currently, there is a paucity of research regarding the literacy practices and identities of
the Black middle class. By utilizing CHAT, CRT, and poststructuralism I intend to examine the
construction of literate identities in different contexts: church, and school. In Chapter 1, I
presented the importance of this research study by outlining the gaps and need for my study. In
Chapter 2, I review the pertinent literature that aligns to the theoretical underpinnings of my
study by exploring studies situated in historical and sociocultural context. Chapter 3 presents
comparative case study as a methodological approach to which supports the data collection and
analysis. The next chapter 4 contextually frames the participants and describes the settings for
each participant. Chapter 5 presents the significant findings and chapter 6 offers a discussion
with implications for policy makers and educators.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The purpose of this study is to investigate the literate identities of the Black middle class
in school and church. In relation to my theoretical framework CHAT, this chapter is divided into
two sections, historical and cultural contexts. First, I juxtapose language development, literacy
and liberation among African-Americans and frame pertinent Black studies as it relates to major
events in American history. Next, I examine the cultural aspects of literacy practices and
identities. In both, sections I will illuminate key findings of the scholarly work and provide an
explanation of how my study will contribute to the gap of research. In the latter section, I
introduce culturally relevant pedagogy, which is an approach to effectively teach students who
are culturally marginalized.
Historical Contexts
Language, Literacy, and Liberation
According to Ogbu (1989), African Americans are classified as involuntary immigrants
or enslaved people that were conquered and forced to migrate to the Americas. Upon their
arrival, Africans were treated as cattle, examined and sold to the highest bidder and stripped of
their human rights. Further, it was common practice for slave owners to heterogeneously mix the
Africans from various tribes; thus, several tribal dialects were represented on plantations, such
as, Ibo, Yoruba and Hausa (Smitherman, 1977). “Even though these African language systems
shared general structural commonalities, still they differed in vocabulary” (p.7). Africans
navigated multiple languages spoken by their fellow captives and that of their captors (Williams,
1997; Edgerson, 2006). Therefore, the mixture of English and African languages was utilized
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between slave and master and among slaves (Smitherman, 1977). The next generation or
children of the slaves spoke a different language this stage is referred to as Englishization
(Collins, 2008).
During enslavement the Africans were deprived of the opportunity to even be considered
second-class citizens; instead they were referenced as property and survived bleak living
conditions. Their classification as inhuman supported the banning of literacy because slaves were
considered less than human and legally restricted from schooling unlike their White counterparts.
Ladson-Billings (2005) posited, “literacy is deeply embedded in our conception of humanity
early on in the construction of the United States and citizenship; that is, one must be human to be
literate and one must be literate to be a citizen” (p. 135). Hence, slaveholders enforced the law
and denied slaves access to reading and writing. Slave masters feared the power of learning to
read. For example, Douglass’ slave owner once stated, “If you teach that nigger how to read,
there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once be
unmanageable” (Douglass, 1859, p. 40). In spite of the prohibition, slaves risked their limbs and
lives to learn to read and write by gathering in self made churches and Sabbath schools with the
awareness that, “every moment they spent in that school, they were liable to be taken up, and
given thirty-nine lashes” (p. 77). Some runaway slaves that successfully acquired the English
language and were writers forged a letter on behalf of their owner warranting them permission to
leave the plantation (Perry, 2003). Other slaves resorted to singing Negro Spirituals, which were
secret coded songs that helped the slaves escape. For instance, consider the lyrics to the song,
Wade in the Water: “wade in the water, wade in the water children, God’s gonna trouble the
water”. This song was used to advise fugitive slaves to avoid using dry land but to use rivers and
lakes, so it can hide their scents from the hound dogs.
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Despite the insurmountable odds, slaves were still determined to create effective ways to
communicate amongst themselves. Also, some young slaves convinced the White children to
teach them to read for a compensation of marbles and candy (Perry, 2003).
Researchers have further explored this desire to learn to read (Anderson, 1988; Fisher,
2009; Hale, 1994). For instance, “learning to read was fundamentally a communal act. Becoming
literate obliged one to teach others. Literacy was not something you kept for yourself; it was to
be passed on to others. Literacy was shared” (Perry, 2003, p.14). In addition, Cornelius (1991)
implicated literacy as a “political demonstration of resistance to oppression and of selfdetermination for the Black community” (p.3). These claims are vividly represented in the
narrative of Frederick Douglass (1859) in which he closely interweaves his passion for teaching
slaves to read and escaping to freedom as one of the same. He recalled, “I taught them, because it
was the delight of my soul that looked like bettering the condition of my race” (Douglass, 1859,
p.78). He seamlessly shifted the topic and then described his desire to acquire freedom, “my
fellow-slaves were dear to me. I was anxious to have them participate with me in this” (p. 80).
This excerpt symbolizes the direct link between reading and emancipatory action.
The history of slaves being agents of change and activists for emancipation are similar to
Freire’s (1987) seminal works Read the Word and the World and Pedagogy of the Oppressed
which highlights the importance of liberation for and by the community; he suggested that
freedom “must be forged with and not for, the oppressed in the incessant struggle to regain
humanity” (p.48, 1970). Learning to read, though illegal, was the shared goal and first step in the
journey of liberation. Despite those restrictions and language barriers, the slaves acquired mutual
literacy practices that allowed them to secretly communicate by way of singing and storytelling.
After the abolition of slavery, African-Americans still faced and challenged structural inequities.
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The next section will explore the use of literacy post slavery in churches and schools and how
these institutions either foster or oppose the utilization of African-American Vernacular English.
Institutions & African-American Vernacular English
The American Civil War marked the defeat of the South and the prohibition of slavery as
a legal entity (Beachum & McCray, 2011). Unlike the enslaved Africans who were forced to
secretly meet in self made churches and Sabbath schools; this time period included Black
churches that were legally owned and controlled by Blacks. Therefore, the church has played a
pivotal role for social change among African Americans. A notable institution is the
establishment of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church by Richard Allen because it
symbolizes one of the oldest and most effective organizations in Black America (Asante, 2005).
Allen rejected the European Christian teachings of “false images and distorted perceptions” (p.
44) instead he encouraged the church to embrace their Black roots. Reconstruction efforts and
the Civil Rights Movement was heavily driven and supported by African American churches.
According to Calhoun-Brown (2000), the Black church provided “social communication
networks, facilities, audience, leadership, and money to the movement” (p. 169) and supported
student-groups to conduct sit-ins in segregated restaurants. Historically, the Civil Rights
movement represented a revolution and marked the implementation of the Civil Rights Act of
1964, which created opportunities for African-Americans that were previously unattainable.
Hence, Black churches advanced the organization of the Civil Rights Movement. Oral language
was a critical component of the fight for equity as Americans listened to songs, speeches, and
sermons delivered by the choir, religious leaders, and civil rights activists such as, John Lewis,
Martin Luther King Jr., Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson. The church songs and sermons employed
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African American Vernacular English (AAVE). The church sermons were used to energize the
audience so that members experience a spiritual and emotional release (Kochman, 1990).
AAVE was originally referred to as Black English and later Ebonics or African
American English. Williams (1975) coined the term Ebonics by utilizing the root word ebony
(referring to Black) and phonics (referring to phonics). The language pattern evolved since the
exploitation of slaves, Reconstruction Era, then Jim Crow, the Harlem Renaissance and
eventually the Civil Rights Movement (Edgerson, 2006). Currently referred to as AAVE, this
dialect has a standard pattern of grammar, morphology, semantics, syntax, and phonology
(Seymour, Abdulkarim & Johnson, 2000). AAVE is more than a non-standard language; it is a
governed ruled language deeply rooted in the African American community. One particular
speech pattern that characterizes AAVE sermons is call–response. Defined by Smitherman
(1977) as an “African-derived communication process that is spontaneously verbal and
nonverbal interaction between speaker and listener in which all of the speaker’s statements/calls
are punctuated by expressions/responses from the listener” (p. 104). Call and response unites the
speaker and the audience while emphasizing unison as everyone performs and listens. This can
be observed in sermons when a pastor asks, “Can I get a witness?” Or when the pastor says,
“God is Good” the audience responds “All the time” and when the pastor replies, “And all the
time” the audience says, “God is good.”
Although, the church fostered the utilization of AAVE it faced public scrutiny from
various sectors. The factors concerning AAVE in classrooms are political, socio-cultural and
economical. In December 1996, the Oakland Unified School District’s Board of Education
voted to implement a controversial program that would improve the English Language
acquisition of African American students through the instruction of Ebonics. The ruling
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suggested that African Americans are predisposed to Ebonics through heredity and these
speakers should qualify for federally funded programs traditionally restricted to bilingual
populations. There was a great uproar from the public and the school board decided to change
its wording of the ruling to:
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Superintendent in conjunction with her
staff shall immediately devise and implement the best possible academic program
for the combined purpose of facilitating the acquisition and mastery of English
language skills, while respecting and embracing the legitimacy and richness of the
language patterns whether they are known as “Ebonics”, “African Language
Systems”, “Pan African Communication Behaviors” or other description (Gupta,
1999, p.4).
In spite of the word changing and efforts of the Oakland Board of Education, the public openly
condemned the thought of Ebonics being used in the classroom. There have been opposing
views from European Americans as well as African Americans, some whom are prominent
figures. For instance, actor, comedian, and commentator Bill Cosby (1997), argued Ebonics
should instead be called ‘Ignobonics.’ Despite contrasting views, Oakland contended that their
ultimate goal was to use Ebonics as a tool to improve Standard English proficiency among
African Americans (Public Broadcasting Service, 2005). The literature reveals that many
critics agree that AAVE is bad or broken English spoken by a group of uneducated minorities.
A common stereotype is that, this non-standard dialect reflects a lower intelligence (Newell,
2000). In contrast, Labov’s (1972) work implicates that there is no cognitive difference
between speakers and non-speakers of AAVE.
This debate highlighted the power of lanugage and its link to identity. Prior to AAVE,
Taylor (1971) identified Black Standard English (BSE), which is a language used by middleclass African Americans with Standard English grammar and phonological features of AAVE.
Lippi-Green (1997) positied, “the real trouble with Black English is not the verbal aspect but
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that there is a distinct, healthy, functioning African-American culture, which is not white, and
does not want to be white” (p.178). Furthermore, Smitherman (2006) stated, “African
Americans recognize that language is bound up with Black identity and culture” (p.129).
Therefore, they reject the notion of not speaking AAVE. For example, one mixed methods
study adminstered subjective reaction tests, interviews, and an online survey to explore the
attitudes of AAVE among affliates from a prestigious university who were members of the
Black middle class (Rahaman, 2008). The findings revealed the participants shared views of
AAVE being culturally essential to their existence but also used or codeswitched to Standard
English depending on their audience. One particpant stated, “I love Black English. It keeps me
close to my family and friends, as well as serving as a living reminder on my history.” Another
stated, “…When I’m around the white majority or in a formal situation, I speak Standard
English because that is my audience.” African-Americans who completely abandon the
utlization of AAVE are often labeled as “talking white” and ostrascised from the Black
community. This decision represents the notion of double-consciouness (Dubios, 1907). For
the purpose of my study, I will examine if AAVE is a discourse used by the participants. I am
also intersted in exploring in which contexts: church, school, or possibily both. In the next
section, I will explain the development of the Black Middle Class and their struggle to exist
outside of social and cultural margins.
The Making of the Black Middle Class
Landry’s notable book, The New Black Middle Class (1987) provided an examination of
the development of the Black Middle class. In his work, he explained that a combination of
historical events such as, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and a prosperous economy supported
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the Black upward mobility. In particular, the Civil Rights Act enforced private firms to report the
number of employed minority workers to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) (Purcell, 1977). This law changed the hiring and promotion process for the workforce.
Hence, major companies began hiring minorities due to rigorous monitoring.
Prior to Landry (1987), Frazier (1957) addressed the lack of financial security for Black
entrepreneurs in the American economy. He explained the evolution of Black middle class
transformed from an emphasis on traditions and religious practices to a heavier focus on
obtaining materialistic possessions and portraying an extravagant lifestyle, theorizing it as an
inferiority complex. Many critics discredited his work referencing it as overgeneralizing (Meir,
1957), exaggerative (Davie, 1957), and shameless (Schuyler, 1957) due to the lack of
acknowledgement of the economic shift of Black businesses and no empirical data. However,
Landry (1987) elaborated on his work and categorized two distinct groups of the Black middle
class: the old and the new. The old Black middle class occupied positions such as, educators,
ministers, and social workers that only served the Black community. Whereas the new middle
class were able to secure positions in a larger capacity due to the support of anti-discriminatory
legislation. Landry highlighted three prominent historical figures, Booker T. Washington, James
Weldon, and C.C Spaulding. Although each had thriving careers, financial stability, and
contributed to society, they were all victims of violent attacks because of the color of their skin.
They symbolized the old Black middle class because “no amount of fame or success could shield
any Black against the fundamental subordination legally forced on Blacks” (Landry, 1987, p.
19). One century later, violent attacks on the lives of Black middle class males are still in
existence. These families must contend with the reality that though two parents with thriving
careers, and financial stability anchor their homes, they are not shielded from violence. Despite,
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his aspirations to pursue a career in aviation and the fact that his mother attained a graduate
degree, Trayvon Martin was gunned down due to the preconceptions placed upon him by another
individual. The shooter, George Zimmerman and Mr. Ulrich, Booker T. Washington’s assailant
each defended their violent attacks because their victims “looked suspicious” (New York Post,
1911). In other words, their Black skin positioned them as a menace to society and both attackers
were legally protected. In particular, Zimmerman was found not guilty under the Stand Your
Ground Law (http://www.cnn.com/2013/07/13/justice/zimmerman-trial/, 2013).
The Black middle class struggles for equal footing compared to their White middle class
counterparts. Being Black in a Eurocentric world produces contradictions of what it means to
exist. For example, W.E.B. Du Bois (1907) coined the term double-consciousness meaning that
African Americans constantly grapple with self-identity due to seeing themselves through their
eyes but also through the eyes of the dominant group, European American. This notion supports
the claim of duality as “two souls dwelling in one” and Blacks “measure their souls by the tape
of the world” (p. 250). Particularly, the Black middle class navigates the world being financially
privileged but is ultimately viewed as inferior.
A growing body of research has analyzed the implications of having access to resources
also known as capital (Coleman 1988; Freeman, 1997; Velez, 1989 & DiMaggio, 1992).
Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) who coined the terms economic, social, and cultural capital,
explained that the role of schooling is a catalyst for reproduction of social classes based on the
morals and norms of the elite. Further, Bourdieu (1986) identified economic capital as benefits or
gains directly convertible to money. Social capital is “the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources which are linked to possession of networks, institutionalized relationships, mutual
acquaintance or recognition” (p.248). The Black middle class obtained access to some forms of
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capital, such as, economic and social. Yet, they psychologically struggled due to stereotypical
assumptions by the dominant group. Some instances include Ladson-Billings (2009) being
mistaken for the maid at a hotel while relaxing from a speech she delivered or when a vendor
directed me to wait until I receive my tax refund to purchase granite counter tops, or the store
owner assumed that I need to utilize her layaway plan. Other examples end in fatality, such as,
Michael Dunn who perceived Jordan Davis as a threat based on his Black skin and gangster
music. Jordan’s family economic capital afforded him private and home schooling but could not
protect him from being shot several times. Even though the Black middle class has secured
economic capital, they can never escape what it culturally and socially means to be Black. In the
next section, I will elaborate how sociocultural aspects of literacy play a pivotal role in public
and private institutions.
Sociocultural Lenses on Literacy
Literate Identity
Identity is at the center of scholarly inquiry for many literacy researchers and is not
viewed as stable or unified but is fragmented into many conditions, such as, social, cultural,
historical, institutional, and political (Lewis & Valle, 2009). In this section, I will focus on key
studies within sociocultural framework that will serve as examples of how the construction of
identity plays an integral role in my research study. The disparity between school literacy and
identity are examined among various groups, such as English Language Learners (Skinner &
Hagood, 2008; Yi, 2007), Black adolescent girls (Muhammad, 2012; Sutherland, 2005), African
American males (Tatum & Muhammad, 2012), and working-class (Beach, Thein, & Parks,
2007).

32	
  
	
  
In particular, Knobel (1999; 2001) followed four middle school students in Australian
schools to examine their literacy practices in-and-out of schools. One twelve-years old boy by
the name of Nicholas comes from an affluent family and is well liked by his peers and teachers.
He actively participates in school and extra curricular activities such as, the school’s basketball
team and serves as a fellow tutor for other classmates. His teachers view him as above average
and he aspires to become a lawyer. Then there is Jacques, who constructed two drastically
different literate identities. In school, he was an observer of the classroom practices during group
work the other students made decisions and he copied their answers unto his worksheet. Out of
school, Jacques was an active participant in his home and church communities. He enjoyed
working alongside his father at the family owned business. He equated learning with being a
hard worker. Another participant by the name of Layla is an avid video gamer and enjoys
spending her time with other teenaged girls. She keeps up with the latest fashion trends
represented in popular culture and considers herself a shopaholic. At home she enjoys being the
center of attention and builds close relationships with her friends and families. On the other
hand, at school she avoids answering questions and does not like the class or teacher to focus on
her. Lastly, there is Hannah who lives in a culturally and linguistically diverse community. She
acts in scripted plays held at school and impromptu plays at home with her friends. Hannah
enjoys school and views herself as a good student. This study highlighted the pluralistic
identities between school and home. Similarly, I hope that my study captures the varied literacy
identities in church and school.
All of these studies involve participants that are adolescents ranging from middle school
to college students. Few literacy identity studies have analyzed young learners (Moore &
Seeger, 2009; Rowe, Fitch & Bass, 2001). My study will contribute to the gap of literature by
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examining the literacy identity of elementary aged children in different contexts. I intend to
examine if there are any conflicts occurring between the two public institutions: school and
church. There are a number of socicultural studies that examine the mismatch between home
and school discourse, which will be addressed next.
Culturally Situated Literacy Practices
In this section, I will investigate how literacy leaders have broadened our conceptions of
literacy and advocate against the dichotomy of home and school literacy practices. Sociocultural
literacy studies have challenged the traditional conceptions of literacy by conducting studies
outside of formal learning institutions, such as, gentrified communities in Harlem (Kinloch,
2009), political gatherings and social celebrations (Rodriguez, 2006), and inside homes
(Compton-Lilly, 2003, 2006; Heath, 1982; Lewis, 2011; Valdes, 1996). According to Barton
(1991) literacy practices symbolize “cultural ways of utilizing literacy that people draw upon
(p.5). These literacy practices also classified as literacy events, which are known as “social
practices of reading and writing” (Street, 1984, p.1). For instance, Heath’s (1982) influential
study laid the groundwork for reading research and framed social cultural learning perspectives
and the literacy practices found among various communities. Heath studied three communities,
Maintown, Roadville, and Trackton each located in the southeastern region of the United States.
The Maintown community consisted of White and Black middle class families that read bedtime
stories to their children and participated in a dialogue about the book. Within this community,
family encouraged children to answer questions about the text. Interactions between families
involved questions of what occurred in text and if reading behaviors or acts were right or wrong.
These children were successful in school because they were socialized in the language of power.
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Their language socialization matched the school culture. Next, the Roadville community
included white working class families rooted in four generations of textile mill workers. These
families read to their children but their questions were limited to factually based questions. For
example, an aunt reads to a child before putting her to bed and asks, “Do you remember what
this book is about? See the puppy? What does the puppy do?” Lastly, the Trackton community
consisted of predominately Black mill, working class families. Although these families never
read bedtime stories, they ingrained themselves in oral storytelling characterized elements of
rhyme and intonation. In this community, children are expected to draw relationships between
different items and events. The children design a story with the context, audience, and creativity
in mind. The parents from Maintown placed their children in an advantage because they
socialized their children into a mainstream literacy framework. These children were able to
easily adjust to and succeed in school, or mainstream literacies. While, the Roadville community
was also exposed to bedtime stories, the children were unable to answer personal and inferential
questions. They were also puzzled when completing creative activities or directed to shift the
context. The Trackton children were unsuccessful in school, scoring the lowest in reading and
language assessments. The students were unfamiliar with the types of reading questions that
were posed to them and were unable to adapt to the social dynamics of the school literacy
practices. This study provided rich data for literacy teaching revealing the structure of schooling
and how it benefits or discredits particular communities based on its social cultural practices.
Also, Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines’ (1988) study centered on family literacy practices for
Black children living in urban poverty. The research site referred to as Shay Avenue consisted of
blended and extended families that offered help to each other in the community. Some of the
families shared childcare services and information about inexpensive resources. The participants’
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plight entailed the realities of inadequate housing, poor schooling, restricted access to higher
education due to public transportation, and limited job opportunities. Despite the perils of life,
including judgments from court and school officials, the parents perceived their children as
successful readers and writers. The families’ use of literacy composed of writing letters to
friends and family members, creating greeting cards, writing poetry, and completing various
applications for housing, counseling, employment, and continuing education. The findings of the
study prompted concerns of family literacy. Although the children were clearly literate in their
communities, two participants did not achieve school success. These children were given no
academic merits for the communicative skills that were vital to their everyday lives.
Additionally, Compton-Lilly (2003) worked with ten families in her urban classroom and a
followed up with a longitudinal study (Compton-Lilly, 2007), which challenged the societal
stereotypes of poor families being absent and disinterested in education. Instead, all the families
viewed literacy as vital and essential to survival. Many of the parents described the social
relationships in learning to read and classified the parent as the primary teacher. The findings of
these studies documented the different ways the parents and children conceptualize literacy
practices.
Another prominent example of a study framed with sociocultural perspectives is the work
by Moll and colleagues, whom coined the term funds of knowledge, which are bodies of
knowledge or skills vital to a functioning household (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992).
During their examination of households, researchers and educators collaborated to investigate
home practices in a Mexican working class community located in Tucson, Arizona. The study
analyzed multifunctional relationships that were fostered through various interactions where
adults focused on holistically knowing the child. To have holistic knowledge of a child includes
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more than the child’s decoding capabilities, it encompasses the child’s ability to communicate to
others and complete every day tasks. The families engaged in fishing, caretaking, mining,
economics, medical care, carpentry, and many other industries. However, these interactions went
unacknowledged in schools. It is essential for educators to be cognizant of their students’ family
literacy practices. An in-depth examination into the home literacy practices of families reveal a
number of important aspects that may inform the work in school. Flint (2008) posited that
teachers often view practices of literacy as singular, static, and traditional. Therefore, she called
for educators to identify literacy digs, or the literacy tools/rituals children engage in on a daily
basis, to achieve a particular goal or complete a task. Unfortunately, these socially constructed
literacy experiences are often unacknowledged. In summary, the findings from these seminal
work reveals how the deep rooted cultural and literacy practices of African American
communities may not align to the literacy practices found in schools. In the next section I will
explore the significance of discourse and why it is referred to as identity kits.
Language as an Identity Kit
Gee (1996), a sociolinguistic theorist pioneered the study of discourse by distinguishing
the difference between Discourse (with a capital D) and discourse (with a lower case d).
Discourses are “ways of being in the world, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities”
(p.527). In other words, Discourse is who and where you are when you are speaking to a
particular audience. Gee (1996) elaborated that Discourse is an identity kit, a set of norms,
values and behaviors that allows membership into a particular social group such as a sorority
member among sorority sisters, an elementary-aged child in a classroom or a fanatic at the local
sports bar. He distinguished that an individual is “either in it [Discourse] or not. Discourses are
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connected with displays of an identity” and if one does not authentically display an identity
“you’re a pretender or a beginner” (Gee, 1989, p. 529). Each individual uses the discourse or
language bits that are appropriate for a particular audience or setting. Therefore, “discourse is
apart of Discourse” (Gee, 1989, p. 526). Since language is socially constructed, everyone
belongs to a discourse quite frequently more than one.
Take for example, AAVE which follows a structural and grammatical pattern (Seymour,
Abdulkarim & Johnson, 2000). However, there is a cultural clash between users and critics of
this language. Gee (1989) refered to this as tension or conflict between two discourses. For
instance, one study follows two girls, Leona, an African-American and Mindy, an Anglo
American (Gee, 2008). During share time Leona’s story emphasizes different types of cake but
the moral of the story is the relationship between a grandmother, mother, and daughter. On
many occasions, Leona was instructed to sit down because she rambled and failed to discuss
any one particular topic. Yet Mindy’s story followed a sequential order on how to make a
candle. The teacher participated in her story and affirmed Mindy’s discussion. Both of these
stories follow a pattern that is rooted in each girl’s home community. Mindy’s story is a success
but Leona’s story does not meet the teacher’s expectations. In comparison to Cazden’s study
that negatively labeled a story using AAVE but highly rated another story using Standard
English (2001). “Many middle-class homes use school-based language and practices with their
small children at home long before they go to school, to advantage their children for school”
(Gee, 2008, p.169). As Mindy’s language and culture closely mirrored that of the school, she
demonstrated school success; whereas Leona’s language background, through fully operational
in her culture, did not meet the standard or level of expectations set forth by the instructor.
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Further, in a book chapter, Gee (2008) reported the conflict between discourses for lower
socio-economic Black homes but my study will focus on the interference or transfer for middle
class Black homes. Thus, the next section will highlight significant studies that investigate the
literacy practices of the Black middle class.
Literacy Practices of the Black Middle Class
The Black middle class has been the center of scholarly inquiry for educational research
such as, parental involvement (Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Robinson, 2007), academic
disengagement (Ogbu, 2003), and negotiating racial identity in school (Fordham, 1996; Tatum,
1992). Members of the Black middle class wrestle for cultural congruence depending on context
due to the intersectionality of race and class. For instance, in Blue-Chip Black, sociologist, Lacy
(2007) examined the construction of identities among three Black middle class families in the
Washington, D.C. area. She observed how Black identities altered from one context to another.
These sites included public and predominate White schools, occupations, and neighborhoods
while sustaining membership in historically Black churches and organizations. This pivotal study
provided a coherent overview of how the participants coped with duality by shifting between the
Black and White worlds in these spaces their subjectivities changed (Holland et al., 1998), which
is an example of double consciousness (Dubois, 1907). Her approach was from a sociologist
perspective, understandably and not a literacy researcher; consequently Lacy neglected to
explore literacy identities across different contexts. However, the aim of my study is to examine
the phenomena from a literacy research perspective.
The Black middle class is an underrepresented population in literacy research and literacy
practices are rarely analyzed. While some researchers describe their participants as Black middle
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class, only two literacy studies exclusively explore the intersectionality of race and class (Heath,
1982 & Williams, 1990). For example, Williams (1990) studied the language socialization and
literate identities of five young children who identified with the Black middle class. The data
uncovered how mothers interacted with their children and modeled language that is valued in
schools. The mothers served as a facilitator by prompting the children to utilize language
appreciated in school. Both studies are pertinent in literacy research yet they are dated more than
twenty years ago. Hence, there is a need for an analysis of the Black middle class literacy
practices in the current times. The economy, way of life, and upward mobility has drastically
changed. Also, Williams (1990) data collection was confined to interviews. She was unable to
capture how the children literacy practices transfer into school and church contexts, which is the
intent of my study. In the next section, I will present the literature that studies literacy practices
in church.
Church Literacy Practices
Many Black churches share cultural norms that would be familiar by visitors from other
churches, such as scriptural analogies, messages, songs, prayers, rituals, and oratorical styles
(Calhoun-Brown, 2000). These literacy practices are woven in a social context and cannot be
separated from its context: the church. The Bible is utilized as its main text and the congregation
learns from this doctrine. “Even if the topic for a sermon was drawn from a secular event, each
minister always looked to the Bible to support and shape the topic” (Moss, 2001, p. 200). In
Sunday school, students are expected to comprehend scripture, learn lineage and extract themes
from Biblical stories. Scholars have investigated the cultural clash between school and church.
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For instance, McMillion and Edwards (2000) uncovered how Joshua tried to apply
similar ways of being in church as he employed in preschool class, such as such as collaborating
on assignments, calling out answers, and storytelling, all of which were appreciated within his
church environment. However, Joshua’s preschool teacher labeled him as disobedient because of
an expectation that students work independently and used particular speech patterns in such
common class events as Show and Tell. Therefore, he was disciplined in preschool but rewarded
and considered a joy in the Sunday school classroom. McMillion, the researcher and parent of
Joshua, conducted classroom observations. Based on the data collection, she taught him how to
negotiate between the two entities. For instance, she illustrated a conversation with her
son/subject regarding the uniqueness of different contexts. She explained to Joshua, “different
teachers have different rules, just like Grandma, Nana and I have our own rules in our homes”
(2000, p.118). This conversation highlighted that discourse will appear differently as the context
changes. McMillion’s education and experience as a researcher afforded her the opportunity to
understand the differentials that lie between churches and schools. Thus, she was able to share
the awareness of cultural capital with her own son.
Kelly (2001) also conducted a case study examining how eight middle school students
navigate between church events and public school classes. One participant, Anthony, an African
American teenager was a member of church and participated in Saturday school, African
drumming groups, and attended a predominately White middle school. In Saturday school, he
successfully completed a research project on African American pioneers in Utah that entailed
tracing the genealogy in the local library, note taking while watching a documentary, and
interviewed numerous church members that were descendants of the pioneers portrayed in the
documentary. Based on observations, the researcher assumed that Anthony was a successful
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student but her assumptions were quickly challenged as she collected data in his school. His
English teacher identified him as at risk of failing in school based on his low grades. This study
uncovered the division between school and church. Although each is a learning institution, there
are drastic differences in the two, which can influence self-perception. Likewise, for my study I
intend to compare the literacy practices and identities constructed in each context.
Other scholars investigated the juxtaposition of faith and children’s everyday narrative
(Gregory, Lytra, Choudhury, Illankuberan, Kwapong & Woodham, 2012; Gregory, 2008, 1998).
For example, one study analyzed how sixteen children from four faith-based communities
merged their spiritual traditions and beliefs with their storytelling (Gregory et al., 2012). The
findings revealed the participants interweaving their cultural threads in their imaginative stories,
such as, the use of popular fairly tales, religious stories, films, and Gods. This syncretism
highlights how the children intersected their identities. For the purpose of my study, I am
interested in examining if the children experience a conflict or integrate the literacy practices in
both institutions. The next section will explore how teachers and researchers employ culturally
relevant pedagogy to support students.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
There is a growing trend of research targeting how teachers can meet the needs of diverse
leaners, such as, cultural congruency (Cohen, 1969), culturally appropriate solutions (Au &
Jordan, 1981), culturally responsive education (Cazden & Legget, 1981) and most recently
culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). It is necessary that students feel a part of
the learning community and view themselves as part of the curriculum. All students, urban or
rural, multilingual or monolingual, need to be taught by teachers that practice culturally relevant
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pedagogy (CRP). This approach can foster marginalized students to “accept and affirm their
cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities perpetuated in
schools” (p. 469).
For example, one qualitative study followed how eight teachers effectively taught in a
predominantly African American low-income elementary school located in Northern California
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). The purpose of the study was to seek the reality of proficient teachers
educating African American learners. Composed of four phases (1) ethnographic interviews (2)
teacher observations (3) videotaping of the teachers, this overlapped with the second phase and
(4) teacher collaboration as researchers. Ladson-Billings strived for the teachers to connect
theory and practice of CRP. She highlighted the need for researchers to re-educate teacher
candidates, and for educators to understand the way culture (their own and others) unfold in
education.
Another study examined the incorporation of AAVE or African American English (AAE)
into literacy instruction in an urban school by employing a cultural modeling framework (Lee,
2006). According to Lee (1991) culture modeling is a framework for the curriculum and learning
environment that links everyday knowledge with learning academic subject matter. The school
was predominately African-American and on academic probation for its consistent low academic
performance. Lee worked closely with the English Department, teaching one class each of the
three years. The quarterly assessments used were short comprehension stories, which the
students have never read before. Ultimately, the students were able to recognize and employ the
figurative language commonly heard and used in hip-hop music, a genre that frequently employs
the use of AAE. They were then probed to apply the same skills to canonical texts. Likewise, the
students made connections and realized that AAE also entails forms of symbolism. The
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implication is that these students were able to transfer rules from AAE and apply them to
canonical literature. Contrary to opposing beliefs that AAE or Ebonics promote language
deficiencies, this study reveals that it can be a powerful learning tool that allows learners to make
connections between culturally familiar material and the Eurocentric curriculum. Within this
model, “students knowledge is the center of pedagogy and practice; students take the lead and
are asked to model the strategies that they use to understand texts” (Gadsen & Harris, 2009).
Other examples of CRP include connecting the structure of Black churches to the governmental
structure of the United States, listening to a complex sermon (Ladson-Billings, 1994), fostering
critical literacy while reading culturally relevant texts (Gregg, Wynter-Hoyte & Flint, 2012) and
developing students to become agents of change by teaching social justice (Esposito & Swain,
2009). Likewise, my research study will support the need for educators to be cognizant of
students’ community literacy practices by collecting data in-and-of school contexts.
Although curriculum plays a pivotal role in student’s success and fosters a rich literacy
environment other factors such as, teacher’s beliefs and pedagogies can influence student
achievement. Hilliard (2003) suggested that researchers spend less time worrying about
irrepressible issues that relate to academic achievement. Rather, he indicated there should be a
concentration on attributes that have potentially large results. Essentially, once teachers change
their perception toward students then authentic caring and teaching will take place, relationships
will be fostered, and teachers will purposely seek ways to effectively teach to culturally diverse
students.
Conclusion
This chapter provided a historical and cultural overview of African-American literacy
practices. Legally, reading and writing was withheld from slaves to dehumanize their existence
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and tighten the shackles of bondage. Despite the culture of oppression slaves risked their lives to
become literate and teach others. They also utilized other means of literacy such as singing and
storytelling. Through their socialization languages or discourses began to develop and transform.
These historical and sociocultural practices are often unacknowledged by school curriculum. For
example, the African American church is a site that cultivates literacy practices that are often
overlooked in public schools. However, many studies fail to examine the literacy identity of
young learners, the church as a learning institution, and the literacy practices of the Black middle
class, which is the aim of my study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
My goal for this qualitative study is to examine the literacy practices and identities of two
children from the Black middle class. The development of qualitative research was greatly
influenced by grounded theorists, Glaser & Strauss (1967). Their seminal work was the first to
use an inductive approach to analyze a social phenomenon. This method disrupted the qualitative
approach by building theory instead of testing theory (Merriam, 2009). In this section, I will
explain the utilization of a multiple-case design, which is situated in qualitative research. The
following questions guided my scholarly inquiry: (a) What literacy practices do children of the
Black middle class engage in church and school settings? (b) How do these children navigate and
negotiate their literate identities between church and school?
Research Design
According to Yin (2014) the definition of case study is twofold covering the scope and
features. First, a case study “investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world
context and then the inquiry relies on multiple sources of evidence while benefitting from prior
development of theoretical frameworks” (p.16). Also, three characteristics of case study research
are (1) the main research questions usually begin with “how” or “why”, (2) the researcher has no
control over behavioral events and (3) the focus is a present phenomenon rather than historical
(Yin, 2014). For this study, I will examine the children in real-world context by collecting
multiple sources of data from church and school. While scholars implicate case study design to
represent a suitable approach (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 2001; Yin, 2014) others
position it as a weak methodology among the social sciences. In particular, common concerns are
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lack of systematic procedures, inability to generalize from case study findings (Kennedy, 1976),
lengthy time frames (Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 1991), and absence of experiments or controlled
variables. These misunderstandings are addressed in my study by following the proposed
timeline for data collection and strategically conducting the interviews at the end of each phase.
Further, this study does not seek to generalize or quantitatively measure effectiveness but
provide valuable insights to explain how children of the Black middle class navigate two
settings.
There are five sequential components in case study research (Yin, 2014). First, is a case
study’s questions which begins with the terms who, what, and where and more appropriately how
and why to yield descriptive data. Next, the study is guided by propositions, which “may come
from the literature, personal/professional experiences, theories, and/or generalizations based on
empirical data” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 551). To ensure that my study was moving in the right
direction, I reviewed the literature, reflected on personal/professional experiences and empirical
data. As a result, my understandings deepened and were theoretically situated in CHAT, CRT,
and tenets of identity. The third component is to define and bound the case, which is identified
by “a social unit, for example a person, a group a place or activity…those units become a case”
(Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p.3). It was also crucial for me to prevent ambiguity and ensure a
reasonable scope by placing boundaries on the cases (Yin, 2014 & Stake, 1995). My cases are
the participants, Melissa and Keith (a detailed description of participation selection is provided
later in this chapter), which frame the study as a multiple case design.
A multiple case study enables the researcher to explore differences within and between
cases (Yin, 2014) and is more compelling and robust (Herriott & Firestone, 1983) because the
utilization of multiple-cases will produce stronger analytic conclusions. According to Yin
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(2014), if a researcher “completes a ‘two-case’ case study, the chances of conducting a good case
study will be better than using a single-case design” (p. 64). Furthermore, the design consists of
multiple holistic cases (See Figure 3) due to the varied contexts for each case.

Context:!Church!

!
!
Case:!

Melissa!!!

Context:!School!
Case:!!
Melissa!!

Context:!Church! Context:!School!
Case:!
Keith!

Case:!
Keith!

Figure!3:!Mul,ple!Case!Design!adapted!from!Yin!(2014)!!

This design supports me to analyze within and across settings (Baxter & Jack, 2008), which
address the last two components of case study research: linking data to theoretical propositions
and establishing a criteria for interpreting the findings, these components will be presented in
chapter 5. For this chapter, I will I provide information about the varied contexts, participant
selection, and data collection and analysis. Finally, I address issues of validity and
trustworthiness.
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Context of the study
Baptist Church
Baptist Church, (all names are pseudonyms) is located in a large metropolitan area in the
southeast region of the United States. The bustling working class community has many
pedestrians and public transportation readily available. Three neighboring churches, a few
shopping plazas, a public library, and apartment complexes surround Baptist Church. While
driving through the community, I observed that majority of the residents are African-Americans
and wear uniforms representing various working class jobs in the fields of customer service,
construction, and other blue color jobs. However, the congregation of Baptist Church primarily
consists of middle class families that commute to church from adjacent counties because of the
strong leadership, community activism, and outreach provided by the church. Many of the
church members are professionals living in single-family homes. Baptist Church offers many
outreach services and programs in the community, including free health clinics for the
economically disadvantaged; financial assistance for people experiencing potential
homelessness; food donations to adopted children at a local elementary school; information
about important legislative measures affecting the community; and ministries for men, women,
singles, and married couples. The church hosts annual events such as mission trips to Haiti, food
drives for Thanksgiving, athletic camps for the youth, and school supply drives each August.
The church’s history is traced to 1986, when an organization selected a pastor to start a
new church in the community. She started with four members in her living room and gradually
relocated to larger venues. Throughout the development, she faced skepticism from critics who
doubted her ability to pastor a church due to her gender. However, she has earned international
recognition through prestigious awards, authored books, and television appearances. Currently,
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the church serves 3, 000 members divided into two morning services. Each Sunday service is
approximately two hours long, one starts at 7:30AM and the other starts at 10:00AM. The second
service has a designated building for Children’s Church.
The Children’s Church is a hybrid between the service for adults and formal school. The
organization is parallel to public school as the children are divided into four classes according to
age: (1) five to six years-old (2) seven to eight-years (3) nine to ten year-olds and (4) pre-teens
(eleven and twelve years old). There are approximately 70 students that attend Children’s Church
on a regular basis and 7 adults that serve in positions of teachers, secretaries, and the director.
Each class has one teacher and the remaining adults assist up front with signing in, handing out
snacks at the end of the service, or working in the sanctuary. The children and their parents are
greeted at the front desk and sign in. Each child is expected to walk on his or her own to the
appropriate classroom. Once settled in the classroom, the children and the teacher begin with a
prayer and review the lesson and/scripture from the previous week for approximately fifteen
minutes.
Eventually, all the students congregate in the children’s church sanctuary. The children
sit in designated areas for each class. In the front of the room is an elevated stage where the choir
stands and the dance ministry performs on the lower-leveled floor. The deacons, children from
the pre-teen group, primarily lead the service. They stand behind or near the podium, which is
located to the right of the dancers. Children interested in being a deacon have to apply for the
position (See Appendix #). The dance and choir children are from all the age groups. They
facilitate praise and worship. After praise and worship, the Director of Children delivers a
sermon that is similar to the word presented to the adults. She utilizes the same scripture but
makes it applicable to children. As a retired educator, the Director of Children employs common
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classroom practices by asking students to clarify statements and make personal connections.
After the sermon, one of the deacons shouts into the microphone, “Church what time is it?” The
children scream “Testimony Time!” This call and response pattern continues a few more times
and then the deacon usually calls one of the loudest classes to come to the pulpit and individually
share their testimony. There are approximately fifteen to twenty children in each class. Each
child starts by saying, “I am thankful for” and completes the sentence. After all the groups share
their testimony, dismissal starts and children return to their classrooms to receive small group
instruction about the sermon for the day.
On the third Sunday of every month, the youth are responsible for leading the adult
morning services in the main sanctuary. Their duties include leading the choir, calling the
congregation to prayer, welcoming visitors, making announcements, leading praise and worship,
and publicly reciting the doxology, which is a specific hymn glorifying God. These activities are
very similar to what the adults experience on a regular basis.
Church Classroom
The church classroom observations were conducted in the seven and eight year old class
taught by Ms. Mary. The average class size is about 15 students. The room is arranged with three
different colored rectangular tables and holds approximately five students per a table. When the
children arrive they decide where to sit. There is a dry eraser board mounted to the wall up front.
In the back of the room there is a cabinet stocked with writing paper, pencils, crayons,
construction paper, Bibles, and student workbooks. The back wall displays a colorful poster of
books of the Bible categorized in the Old and New Testament.
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Apple County School District
The elementary schools (one a Performing Arts Magnet school and the other a
Traditional Themed school) are both located in Apple County School District, the third largest
school district in the state that serves approximately 100,000 students comprised of 83
elementary schools, 20 middle schools, and 22 high schools. 88% of the district’s student
population is of color and 66% of the students receive free or reduced lunch. The district is
recovering from an investigation that indicted the superintendent and others for criminal counts.
Also, the school board has received national news coverage due to tumultuous disagreements.
Fortunately, the county’s status of accredited probation was recently removed based on the
achievement of required actions.
Participant Selection
The number of participants selected for a multiple-case study depends on the research
questions, data collection and analysis (Merriam, 2001) and the number of cases (Yin, 2003). For
this study, I am exploring the phenomena of literacy identities between two spaces: school and
church. Therefore, I decided to recruit four to five focal children from the seven and eight years
old class because the mixture could potentially render diverse results. This purposeful sampling
method was employed because it incorporated the goals of my study (Purcell-Gates, 2011) by
examining the literate identities of young elementary aged children. Additional sampling criteria
included children (a) regularly attend Children’s Church at least six of the eight planned
observations and (b) actively participate in other children church ministries such as Bible Study,
dance/choir ministry and other performances. I distributed flyers with the above criterion and my
contact information. In total, four mothers expressed their interest and I met with them
individually with their children at the church to further discuss the study. Each set of children
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and parents signed the consent forms and I began to collect data on all. However, two families
did not sustain the entire study because one did not meet the criteria of middle class and the other
attended a private school that did not warrant permission to collect data. The decline of children
benefited the collection and management of the data. By focusing on two children, I was able to
collect a large sample of data and triangulate this data with those involved in the identified
contexts. A total of thirteen participants were involved in the study, including the two focal
children: Melissa and Keith (both are further described in chapter 4).
See below a list of all the participants:
Table 1: Participants
Melissa

Keith

Erica & Justin (Parents)

Tammy & Jake (Parents)

Natasha (Sister)

Crystal (Sister)

Mary (Children’s Church Teachers)

Mary (Children’s Church Teacher)

Sara (Children’s Church Choreographer)

Rev. McCoy (Children’s Church

Dr. Beaver (Elementary Teacher)

Choir/Director/Minister)
Mrs. Winkle (Elementary Teacher)
Data Collection

Several data sources were employed to investigate the research questions including
observations, semi-structured interviews, debriefs, research memos, and document analysis. I
utilized multiple sources in order to convey thick description of the phenomenon (Geertz, 1973),
establish validity, and build trustworthiness among my participants. Each data source was one
thread of the fabric with each thread contributing to my understanding of the whole
phenomenon. Overall, the various strands of data were intertwined or triangulated to strengthen
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my findings. Data was collected from April-November 2013. Table 2 is a timeline for data
collection.
Table 2: Data Collection
February 2013
IRB Approval
Recruitment at
church
Permission from
parents, students,
and teachers

April 2013

June 2013
Parents Interview #1
Finalized
Child Interview #1
participants
Church Teacher
Interview #1
Artifact collection Children & Church
Leader Debriefings

Started church
observations

August-November, 2013
Completed Church observations
School Observations
Artifact
Collection
Mother Interview #2
Child Interview #2
Interview
Classroom Teacher Interview
Student & Teacher Debriefing
Member Checking

The data collection process was divided into two phases: the church and school. The first
phase was conducted at the church and the second at the participants’ elementary schools. As an
empirical researcher, I strived to gain an understanding of the construction of identities through
in-and-out school literacy practices. The methods implemented at each site were the exact same
in order to holistically compare and contrast each context. My data collection of real-world
context and replication of methods are aligned to the purposes of multiple case study design
(Yin, 2014). All interviews and observations were transcribed, stored, coded, and analyzed in the
online qualitative software known as Dedoose.
Observations
A major characteristic of case study encompasses that data is collected from a natural
environment (Yin, 2014). Therefore, it was crucial for my study to include empirical
observations. The scheduled time of Children’s Church is 10AM-1PM, however the time lengths
vary from week to week. During whole group instruction in the sanctuary, I utilized a notebook

54	
  
	
  
and pen to record my field notes because I wanted to respect the environment and not distract the
children with my laptop. However, in small group, I felt more comfortable to sit alongside the
table of the participants and type my field notes on my laptop. In addition, on Saturday mornings
I observed Keith in choir practice and Melissa in dance ministry. For these observations, I also
utilized my laptop because the smaller number of children and high activity welcomed the use of
technology. Occasionally, I would turn on my digital audio recorder to capture only the voices of
Melissa, Keith and the teachers.
Phase 2 consisted of the classroom observations, which were mainly during reading instruction.
Additionally, I observed Melissa in her dance class at school. Due to limited access to Keith’s
classroom teacher, I was unable to collect data as frequently as I desired. Fortunately, I was able
to extend the lengths of each visit by observing Social Studies and Science instruction, which
includes reading and discussing informational text.
Below are two tables (Table 3 and Table 4) representing the data inventory of
observations per participant:

Melissa’s Observations

Table 3: Melissa’s Observations
Children’s
Church:
(3.5 hrs. each)
April 7th
April 14th
April 21st
April 28th
May 5th
May 12th
May 19th
June 2nd
Nov. 3rd

Church Dance Practice:
(2.5 hrs.)
April 3rd
April 10th
April 13th
April 14th (Per.)
May 4th
May 11th
May 18th
June 1st

Reading
Instruction: (1.5
hrs.)
August 26th
August 28th
August 29th
Sept. 3rd
Sept.4th
Sept. 5th
Oct. 29th

Dance Class:
(1 hr.)
Sept. 4th
Sept. 5th
Oct. 29th
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Keith’s Observations

Table 4: Keith’s Observations
Children’s Church:
(3.5 hrs. each)
April 7th
April 14th
April 21st
April 28th
May 5th
May 12th
May 19th
June 2nd
Nov. 3rd

Church Choir Practice:
(2.5 hrs.)
April 3rd
April 10th
April 13th
April 14th (Per.)
May 4th
May 11th
May 18th

Reading & SS/Science
Instruction: (2.5 hrs.)
August 27th
August 28th
Sept. 4th
Sept. 11th
Sept.19th
Nov. 5th

Throughout the classroom observations, I sat in the back of the classroom at a table without any
students and used my laptop to type my field notes. Immediately following observations I audio
recorded my thoughts and questions while driving back home. These reflections were employed
as my researcher memos.
Semi-structured interviews and Debriefs
The first set of interviews with the focal participants, family members and church
members was conducted towards the end of my observations for the church. In June, I sat
individually with Melissa and Keith. The interviews were semi-structured and focused on their
church literacy practices (See Appendix 1). Although the children are the center of my study, it
was pertinent to interview the Children’s Church teacher and parents at this time because these
adults influence how the children navigate church. Thus, I was equally interested in how the
children constructed their identities and how the adults viewed the children. While interviewing
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the parents, I strived to gain insights of their family backgrounds, daily practices, and traditions.
I also wanted to capture the parents’ and teachers’ conceptions of literacy.
The second set of interviews was conducted towards the completion of my fieldwork at
the elementary schools. In September and October, I sat with the teachers to discuss the
children’s classroom practices (See Appendix 2). A few weeks following the teacher interviews,
I conducted a second individual semi-structured interview with Melissa and Keith (See Appendix
3). I also interviewed the parents and siblings. The siblings were interviewed because I wanted to
gain a greater understanding of each case. During this phase of interviews, I asked questions
comparing their church and classroom practices. Therefore, I member checked my preliminary
findings with the mothers and children.
My field notes from the observations were used to generate questions for the interviews.
Therefore, the interviews provided opportunities to follow up on any behaviors noted that
required further clarification. Occasionally, I would debrief with a participant to acquire further
details about a specific incident noted at the time.
Document analysis
The artifact collection primarily consisted of student workbooks and public notices of
upcoming events from the church and students’ school assignments. They are referred to as tools
in my theoretical framework and triangulated with the observations to capture literacy learning in
the church and school. The tools were either photographed or scanned and saved electronically.
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Below is a chart aligning my research questions with my data sources from both research sites:
Table 5: Research Questions and Data Sources
Research Questions
How do children of the Black middle class
navigate and negotiate their literate identities
between church and school?

What literacy practices do these children use in
church and school settings?

Data Sources
-Field notes of observations (church and
school)
-Artifact Collection
-Semi-structured interviews
(Child/Parent/Teacher)
-Researcher Memos
-Field notes of observations during Sunday
school and other church related activities
-Artifact Collection
-Semi-structured interviews (Child/Parent)
Field notes of the 10 Observations of
reading instruction
-Researcher Memos

Data Analysis
My data analysis was completed utilizing Dedoose, which is based online and support
researchers to store, organize and analyze transcriptions and other forms of media. This software
provided me a platform to bind my cases and assign each participant a descriptor based research
site. While coding, I could assign multiple codes to excerpts and compile some of the codes.
After coding, I conducted different forms of analysis (i.e. certain codes for each descriptor/case,
code frequency, and code co-occurrence). My analysis was grounded in three theoretical
frameworks: (1) CHAT, (2) CRT, and (3) Identity Theory from a poststructuralist approach. The
participants’ data were analyzed in each context using these theoretical lenses. A within caseanalysis was conducted for each case, Melissa and Keith, in order to compare and contrast their
literate identities across spaces. Although, the focus of my study was to distinctively seek an
understanding of each participant, I began to notice similarities between the two children.
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Hypothesis Coding
The theoretical frameworks heavily influenced my first round of analysis, which is
referred to as hypothesis coding (Saldana, 2009). The codes were deductively assigned based on
exact terms from CHAT, CRT, and identity theory to chunk the data. This process formulated
seven codes: rules/norms, roles, tools, history, goal, object, race, public identity and private
identity. I created these terms prior to analyzing the data. After I completed this stage of coding,
a total of 220 excerpts emerged from all of my data sources.
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Below is a sample of some of the corresponding excerpts and hypothesis codes:
Table 6 Hypothesis Coding
Excerpts
Entire congregation is up clapping to a
particular beat. Screaming and shouting
after the leader asked, “if you love God
make some noise in this place!”
Teacher handed out weekly center rotation
sheets. Keith wrote his name on top.
2 boys and 2 girls in the center.
Talking about center Lion and the Mouse.
Keith’s dad: I always felt that we need our
kids to recognize history. Not only
recognize and know it but also be apart of
it. In this way they will know what our
people have experienced over time. The
hardships and the kids wont take for
granted the stuff they have now.
Kamania: Why do you do all those
performances in school, that’s a lot!
Melissa: Cause I like to, I like to perform
for other people and show my talents.
Another child: The left foot is hard for me.
Melissa: That one is easy.
Dance teacher: Don’t push too hard, its not
how high you jump. It’s about ministry.
Reverand: Both set of parents are well
educated. They come from a home where
education has been stressed. So therefore,
they read well and are academically
succesful.

Codes Assigned
Rules/Norms

Tools
Norm/Rule
Race
History

Private Identity

Goal

Class
Public Identity

After my hypothesis coding, I employed analytic induction, which involves scanning the data for
relationships. This prompted me to create more codes such as, student questions, redirection,
social with others, and collaborative work. Therefore, my analysis was recursive in nature and
entailed a constant read and reread of the data. This sparked my next step in analysis that focused
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on the interactions, which afforded me the opportunity to examine how the literacy practices
impacted their relationships; such analysis developed my next scheme of coding.
Verbal Exchange Coding
The next round coding was verbal exchange, which purpose is to analyze the interactions
between participants (Saldana, 2009). Codes I used include participation, collaborative work,
student questions, answering, and leadership. This type of coding was crucial to my study
because interactions influence the children’s ways of being. There were a total of 115 excerpts
from my church and school observations.
Below is a sample of some of the corresponding excerpts and verbal exchange coding:
Table 7: Verbal Coding
Excerpts
Teacher: Continue Reading Keith (she
walks to other groups).
Keith is reading aloud.
Teacher comes back.
Ok, what was the new discovery?
Keith: Can I read it over?
Teacher: No summarize it for me.
Keith: Many people knew she was talented
to find the fossil.
Teacher: Very good that’s a nice way to
use your vocabulary word

Codes Assigned
Participation
Answering
Positive Reinforcement

Melissa: I knew, I knew it! You were
taking the wrong move over there.
Melissa teaches her how to complete the
dance move.
Melissa asking her sister for clarification
on a dance move…how many times do you
do this? (moving her hands)

Collaboration
Leadership
Student Questions
Sibling

The different verbal exchanges prompted me to explore what beliefs and values were being
fostered amongst these interactions. Therefore, I added another scheme of coding.
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Value Coding
The next round of analysis was value coding. The objective is to capture a participant’s
values, attitudes, and beliefs (Saldana, 2009). This was my last round type of coding and it was
necessary to highlight that these terms can easily become interchangeable; the lines of separation
are at times blurry. Therefore, I stored the definition of each term on Dedoose and constantly
referred to them while coding. According to Saldana, value refers to the importance of oneself,
another person, thing or idea; attitudes are ways to think and feel about oneself, another person,
thing or idea; belief is part of a system that includes values and attitudes (2009, p.89). This type
of coding was relevant to my study because I wanted to explore what literacy practices were
validated in the church and school contexts. There were a total of fifteen experts for these codes.
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Below is a sample of some of the corresponding excerpts and value coding:
Table 8: Value Coding
Excerpts
Kamania: Can you tell me out of all the
ELA segments that you teach in your
lesson, which do you enjoy the most? And
why?
Dr. Beaver: Hmm, I guess my Daily Oral
Language because it reviews a lot of the
grammar skills. I can see where they are
and what skills they are weak in just by
going around and checking and seeing
where the mistakes are in their work.
Kamania: What kind of person do you
think Dr. Beaver teaches you to be?

Codes Assigned
Value

Attitude

Melissa: Always try your best and respect
others.
Kamania: How would you define literacy?

Belief

Mrs. Winkle: Hmm literacy is everything
and not just in language arts. It’s writing in
math, social studies. Literacy stretches
across the curriculum.
It is important to note that some of my value coding is also represented in other codes, such as
norms, community, parenting, goals, and positive reinforcement. Once, I became cognizant of
how each code was related to other codes, I began to identify categories and generate statements
of relationships (Geotz & LeCompte, 1984).
Categories & Statements
Upon the completion of initial, hypothesis, verbal and value coding, I scanned the data to
look for relationships. The codes were then moved into categories. These categories guided my
analysis while I compared across spaces for each case: Melissa and Keith. This process enabled
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me become cognizant of the interconnectedness between literacy practices and the construction
of literate identities. After multiple rounds of coding and triangulation of the data, I generated
three statements: (1) the structures of each space provide or deny opportunities for the
participants to take on different identities, (2) the tools of each space provide or deny
opportunities for the participants to take on different identities and (3) relationships with family,
peers, and leaders influence how the children navigate each space.
The first two statements were heavily influenced by CHAT. As mentioned in Chapter 1,
examining the physical space, norms, and social aims in both communities was essential
(Seaman, 2007). During my analysis, I questioned, “Why are roles arranged in particular ways?
How do these positions affect individuals’ perspectives on the activity? Are roles flexible or
rigid?” The last statement formulated based on all three of theories.
Below is a chart, which outlines the codes (derived from theory) that corresponds with each
statement:
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Table 9: Codes & Statements
Codes
Structures
Rules/Norms
Participation
Collaboration
Answering
Student questions
Social with others
Object
Positive Reinforcement
Leadership
Tools
Arts
Descriptive
Answering
Student questions
Goal
Real World Applications

Statements
The structures of each space provide or deny opportunities for the
participants to take on different identities

Public Identity
Parenting
Siblings
Object
Race
Value
Belief
Attitude

Relationships with family, peers, and leaders influence how the
children navigate each space.

The tools of each space provide or deny opportunities for the
participants to take on different identities

Validity and Trustworthiness
I am ethically responsible to secure validity and trustworthiness in my study. One way to
establish validity is to collect multiple forms of data and triangulate. Prior, to receiving
authorization from the church, I agreed to share the aggregated data with the church, school, and
guardians of the children. Throughout data collection, I frequently communicated with the adults
(i.e. parents and teachers) to keep them informed and address any questions. It was vital for me
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to build and maintain a rapport with the families, church members, and school faculty. I also
incorporated member checking by openly discussing the findings with my participants.
Conclusion
In summary, a multiple-case study is a fitting methodological approach because it
collects data from a natural environment while analyzing the culture of a bounded system. The
data collection was replicated in each researcher site and included several debriefings and
member checking. The data analysis was a recursive process and deeply rooted in my theoretical
frameworks of CHAT, CRT, and tenets of identity theory. Using a constant comparative method
allowed for me to develop codes, which led to noticing patterns across the data. Patterns of
participation, tool use and norms generated findings related to the focal participants’
constructions of literate identities in the different contexts. Chapter 4 offers a detailed discussion
of Melissa and Keith. Chapter 5 highlights three significant findings and chapter six discusses
the implications of this study on the literacy research community.
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CHAPTER 4
INTRODUCTION
In this chapter, I present a portrait of the two participants, Melissa and Keith. I also
provide detailed descriptions of the church activities they each engage in (e.g., dance or choir)
and their school settings. These descriptions lay the foundation for understanding the varied
literacy practices and roles that Melissa and Keith take up as they interact with others; thereby
shaping their literate identities.
A Portrait of Melissa
Melissa Smith is an eight-year-old girl, born in a two-parent household and describes
herself as, “funny, active, and sweet” (unstructured interview, 6/5/13). She is often called “Mel”
by her relatives and church members. She stands at an average height and slender frame with
ebony skin and dark brown eyes. Her hair is natural and unprocessed, free of chemicals to
straighten it and styled in various ways, such as, cornrows, boxed braids, two strands twists, an
afro, or afro puffs. She often wears bright colored clothes with logos, ruffles, or bedazzled
embroidery while carrying a purse. During an interview, she was prompted to look at a collection
of pictures and select the child that looks like her.
Mel has a high-spirited personality and candidly reveals her emotions through her facial
expressions, whether she is happy, confused or in disagreement. She enjoys reading the Fancy
Nancy (O’Conner, 2013) series and other chapter books. Melissa self-identities as a good reader
because “if I read a book and I read one page, I want to go back because like some parts, I don’t
understand but when I go over it, then I understand” (unstructured interview, 11/3/13). In
conversations with adults and peers she will ask questions when she needs clarification or
assistance.
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Home and Family Structures
Melissa resides in a single-family home located in a predominantly African-American
subdivision. She has lived in this area her entire life with her parents and older sister. Alongside
the two-lane road are several other subdivisions and homes on acreage with individual iron gate
entrances. There are a variety of amenities nearby such as a family aquatic center, nature center,
and walking trails for bikers and runners. At the first major intersection near her house, there is a
convenient store and a collision center. The family patronizes the local eateries and shopping
mall at least three times a week. They also attend professional sporting events and the movie
theaters. Some family traditions include bedtime stories and individual good night handshakes.
Melissa’s mother, Erica was raised in the northeast region of the United States. She
relocated to this state for college and is currently a classroom teacher of twenty years in the same
district her children attend and is pursuing a doctoral degree part-time. She admits that her
profession has influenced her parenting by stating, “When things are happening at school, my
light bulb goes off and I am like when I go home, I need to make sure that I do X, Y, Z”
(unstructured interview, 6/5/13). Justin, Melissa’s father, is an information technology consultant
for a prominent company. He is from the southeast region of the United States and his family
lives in close proximity. Therefore, the Smiths often visit Justin’s relatives’ homes for holidays,
including Thanksgiving and Christmas. They usually spend time with Erica’s relatives
biannually at the family’s beach home. Regarding social class, both parents jokingly referred to
the United States census, which classified them as upper-middle class, however they consider the
family to be middle class. This family met the requirements of being classified as middle class
for this study because of homeownership, post secondary education, career development, and
earn an approximate combined salary of $95,000 annually.
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When describing Melissa Erica and Justin provided vivid details in the following
statements:
Erica (mother): Mel is very energetic; she is loud (eyes turned towards upstairs as we
hear her in the background making noise). She is inquisitive, she is persistent, talented
can be resistant. She has her own way of thinking and doing. Sometimes she needs to be
guided.
Justin (father): She is competitive, especially with her big sister. She loves to be with her
big sister. She is creative.
Erica: Yes, creative.
Justin: And she is very good at expressing her thoughts, saying her feelings verbally she
is very good at that.
Erica: Yes. (Nodding head).
Justin: She is very intelligent but unfocused.
Erica: Right. (Unstructured interview, 6/5/13)

Melissa has one sister, Natasha, who is twelve years old and attends middle school. She
describes Mel as “very open, to me she will say anything that is on her mind, no matter if it’s
negative or positive, she will say it” (unstructured interview, 10/4/13). She continues to explain,
“Mel and I are very close and we like to have fun with each other. I like to dance and teach her
new things, and we make videos on my mom’s phone” (unstructured interview, 10/4/13).
Natasha further mentions that at times they engage in sibling rivalry. Yet, as a whole she thinks
that Mel looks up to her as role model, in regards to fashion, schoolwork, and dancing. Erica
attributes Melissa’s academic development to Natasha, “a lot of the progress that Melissa has
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made I will credit her sister with it because she introduces her to quite naturally things that are
above grade level” (unstructured interview, 6/5/13).

Attending Children’s Church with Melissa
The Smiths have been members of Baptist Church for eight years. Melissa has attended
the Children’s Church since the required age of six months in the nursery school. The entire
family is active in the church; Erica is the coordinator for the dance ministry, Justin is a deacon,
and Erica is also a dancer. They also attend Bible study on Tuesday evenings. Each year the
Smith family volunteered for the Black History program that showcase a display of African
American historical figures similar to a museum in the Children’s Church building.
Alternatively, in 2013 the church including the Smith family visited the Civil Rights Movement
landmark in Birmingham, AL. In general, her parents are strong supporters of Children’s Church
and value parental involvement. Frank shared, “I think it’s [parental involvement] two fold, first
it keeps the connection between generations and secondly our kids need to see that “the church”
(he uses fingers in the air as quotations) cares not just these group of people that are assigned
over there. And I just think in order to keep that small group feeling and that sense of community
our kids need to know that everyone outside of their family cares about them” (unstructured
interview, 08/2013). Currently, Melissa is in the seven/eight year old class taught by Mary, who
characterizes Mel as, “an ideal student. She’s a little talkative but she listens and remembers
things, like books of the Bible. She wants to go to the board and write down them down”
(unstructured interview, 8/4/13).
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Dance Ministry
Melissa also participates in the dance ministry. There are approximately twenty girls in
the group, ranging in age from seven to thirteen. Occasionally, one male youth dances with them.
Melissa’s mom, Erica, was recently appointed as the coordinator for the group. As coordinator,
her role is to facilitate practices and rehearsals with the instructor of five years, Sara, and the
parents.
The dance ministry practice and rehearse on Saturday mornings (excluding holidays and
the summer), which generally follow a particular structure for an average of four hours. First,
Sara and the girls start by holding hands standing in a circle for prayer. Before opening prayer,
each girl in the circle shares a praise report or request prayers for different reasons, such as,
“healing for a friend that had surgery, stomach virus going around in the house, passing the state
standardized test or waiting for the results” (field notes, 05/13). After Sara and the dancers pray,
they spread out and stretch to contemporary Gospel, which is a modern form of Christian music
that follows the beat and trends of mainstream pop music with a focus of glorifying God. Then
they begin to learn the choreography for the day. There is an expectation for children to practice
at home, to ensure they can learn new chorography at the next practice. The dance lesson begins
in whole group, then small groups, and eventually one on one instruction when needed. While
the girls are in small groups, the girls will take turns and teach the choreography. Sara
purposefully selects African-influenced or island type music because she feels there is a
“freedom to African dance that I just love, it’s just loose and they can get it, it’s unrestrained”
(unstructured interview, 06/13).
According to Sara, the purpose of the dance ministry is to “give children an outlet of
ministry, to really understand how to use their bodies and to appreciate praise and worship. A lot
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of times, kids just feel like church is more of an inactive kind of thing but they should be
[encouraged] to participate” (unstructured interview, 06/13). As a woman of color working in a
field dominated by White males, Sara finds it important for the girls to be prepared for a society
at large. She says, “I am the only Black person with a leadership position [at her work] and I
know how they view me, for some people they have very limited interactions with Blacks…I am
often dismissed because of who I am… I am the Black girl” (unstructured interview, 06/13).
These professional experiences influence how she interacts with the dancers. For example, at
practice a girl referred to another as ghetto. Sara immediately stopped teaching and publically
reprimanded the girl for using the word ghetto to describe each other stating, “yawl need to stop
saying the word ghetto because when you go certain places since you’re Black they will assume
you’re ghetto, ratchet, or whatever else” (field notes, 6/1/13). During our interview she explained
her reasoning for the scolding, “with these kids being from the suburbs they are more sheltered
and do not understand the many meanings behind the word” (unstructured interview, 06/13).
Although, the required age to participate is seven, Melissa was recruited at an earlier age
of five years old because Sara noticed great potential in Melissa and was aware that her older
sister, Natasha was a disciplined dancer. Mel considers herself to be a good dancer. Often times,
she helps other dancers with the choreography when they are in small group. On the other hand,
when Mel needs assistance, she will ask her sister Natasha, a skilled dancer nearby, or Sara for
clarification. She rarely hesitates to ask for support; she makes inquiries such as, “can we slow
down, I don’t get that part, which arm is up, or how many times do you do this” (field notes,
05/13). Sara described Melissa as an energetic and confident girl who likes to make a grand
entrance. She supports this claim by sharing a testimony that her mother discussed with her,
“when Erica was pregnant with Melissa she didn’t know if she was going to make it. A matter of
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fact they lost the heartbeat, the day she went to have her DNC [Disseminated Intravascular
Coagulation] Melissa’s heartbeat came back” (unstructured interview, 06/13).
Performing Arts Elementary School
Melissa attends Performing Arts Elementary (PAE), which is one of the oldest
elementary schools in the district. The school is demographically 98% Black with the remaining
percentage composed of Asian, Hispanic, White and Multi-Racial. There are approximately 555
students enrolled for the 2012-2013 school year and 60% of the population has been identified as
economically disadvantaged. Prior to PAE, Natasha and Mel attended the same school their
mother was a classroom teacher. However, Erica was uncomfortable with the teacher quality for
the eldest daughter so she researched two schools in the district and narrowed it down to PAE
because of its focus on the arts. As an educator, she believed her children were academically
strong and wanted to strengthen their musical, bodily-kinesthetic, and spatial intelligences. PAE
is not a zoned school for the Smith family. The entire family commutes together for school,
work, and church. During these commutes, each person will say a prayer in the morning.
Melissa prays for her family, friends, teachers and pastor, gives thanks for waking her up, and
prays to keep her away from harm and danger.
PAE is a Title I and Performing Arts Magnet School that serves students kindergarten
through 7th grade. Students in grades K-3rd are accepted by lottery. Natasha auditioned for PAE
and Mel was accepted by lottery from kindergarten. In the lower grades, students participate in
all four performing arts areas (i.e. drama, music, dance, and art) throughout the school day for
the academic year. Students in the higher grades (4th-7th) are required to select and audition in
two of the four disciplines and engage in these specific disciplines during the school day for
extended periods of time throughout the school year. These sessions of drama, music, dance, and

73	
  
	
  
art are referred to as magnets. In addition, the school hosts quarterly performances that combine
each of the performing arts areas in one play. The students are required to audition for leading
roles and the supporting roles (i.e. backup dancers/actors) are automatically given to the
remaining students. Students and teachers also create the backdrops and props utilized in the
plays. The children rehearse for the play during magnet classes and after-school hours.
Outside, posted on the school buildings, are several posters related to school events, rules
and mottos (e.g., promoting PTA meetings, parking restrictions, and another with the slogan,
Enter to Learn, Exit to Serve). Inside the multi-leveled building, many of the walls are brightly
painted with murals of different images, such as, famous historical figures, equations, letters,
musical notes and etc. Student work is also on display, as well as posters soliciting votes for
student government election.
The state was released from the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) guidelines and no longer
uses Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). Instead, the state uses the new accountability measure,
known as the College and Career Reading Performance Index (CCRPI) on a scale of 100 points.
The overall score is composed of three major areas: Achievement (70 points possible), Progress
(15 points possible), Achievement Gap (15 points possible), and some schools receive Challenge
points (10 points possible) to add to their score for student population who have a significant
number of Economically Disadvantaged and Students with Disabilities meeting expectations
(www.doe.k12.ga.us). AYP was replaced by CCRPI to foster parents and public understanding
of how schools perform. For May 2013, PAE scores were 59.9 for Achievement, 7.7 for
Progress, 13.5 for Achievement Gap, and 7.3 for Challenge points, with a total of 88.4 points,
ranking the school fifteenth place out of seventy-two elementary schools in the district.
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Melissa’s Classroom. Melissa’s classroom is located towards the back of the school in
the third grade corridor. As you walk down the hallway, student work is on display showing
different arrays with manipulates such as, Cheerios, beads, and buttons. Each class has a
Hollywood star theme with a poster entitled, Meet the Cast of Our Room followed by individual
golden stars with students’ names written on each star. Prior to entering Melissa’s classroom,
you are greeted with the slogan, Get hooked on books posted on the door. Inside there are
various displays on the walls, such as, posters on reading strategies, punctuation, and different
type of genres; student work; and a classroom management traffic light (green, yellow, and red)
with labeled clothing pins of the students’ names. The left side of the white board has the
instructional outline, which is divided into three sections: opening, work time, and closing. The
right side of the board is allocated for the Promethean Board. On the left side of the classroom is
a row of assigned cubbies for students to place their belongings. On the back bulletin board is a
calendar, the third grade Common Core State Standards for reading, and a designated area for
students to select their lunch meal. There are five clusters of desks that make up tables with a
mixture of boys and girls. Melissa’s desk is the third table in the back with two boys and one
girl. There are thirty-two students in the class.
A map of the classroom layout is in Figure 4.
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Promethean Board

Teacher’s Desk

Door
Cubbies
Bulletin Board

Figure 4: Melissa’s Classroom Map
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Below is Melissa’s classroom schedule:
Table 10: Melissa’s Classroom
7:25-8:00
8:00-9:10
9:15-9:55
10:00-10:55
11:00-11:15
11:20-11:45
11:45-12:15
12:15-1:25
1:30-1:55
2:00-2:15
2:15-2:30

Morning Arrival/D.E.A.R. Time
Mathematics
English Language Arts
Magnet
Recess/Restroom
Lunch
English Language Arts
Social Studies/Science
Physical Education
Prepare for dismissal
Dismissal

English/Language Arts with Dr. Beaver. Melissa’s homeroom teacher is Dr. Beaver, who
teaches English Language Arts (ELA). PAE is departmentalized, which means Melissa has
different teachers for social studies/science and math, all of whom are African American women.
Dr. Beaver has taught at PAE her entire teaching career of twenty-eight years and has thoroughly
enjoyed her tenure. She earned her doctorate of education in Curriculum and Instruction. Prior to
the grade levels being departmentalized, Dr. Beaver taught gifted and talented students, and
selected ELA because it is her favorite subject. This is her second year teaching the entire third
grade level ELA. Dr. Beaver has three rotations and Melissa attends the second. In Melissa’s
class, there are thirty-two students, 29 are African-American and 1 Caucasian.
Upon entering the classroom, students are expected to unpack their book bags and unload
their materials for the day including their agendas, place the remaining items in the cubby, and
mark what they want for lunch or if they brought their lunch from home. Dr. Beaver uses the
lunch count to complete her attendance sheet. Then, students sit at their assigned desk, write
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down the ELA homework assignment for the day and complete the morning work, which is often
a Daily Language assignment displayed on the Promethean board. When students leave for their
first rotation (which is 35 minutes after school as started), Dr. Beaver signs off on their agendas
to ensure they have properly recorded the homework assignment. This serves as their ticket to
transition to the next class. The students are required to carry the agendas to each class with them
and record their homework assignments. Data was collected from Melissa’s time with Dr.
Beaver during English Language Arts.
A typical ELA lesson is delivered in whole group in the following sequence: (a) review
daily language exercise, (b) review homework from the previous night, (c) listen or retell the
read aloud of the week, and (d) work on a weekly writing prompt. Dr. Beaver develops her
lesson plans based on units in the Common Core State Standards instructional materials. The
first two segments of instruction are skill based, which she prefers teaching because she is able to
pinpoint exactly what area the children require further assistance. She states, “I can see where
they are and what skills they are weak in just by going around and checking their responses and
seeing where the mistakes are” (unstructured interview, 10/29/13). The daily language exercise
focus on grammar and other conventions, and homework is often a collection of reading
passages with multiple-choice questions attached that focus on comprehension.
The last two segments of class time focuses on reading, writing, and comprehension. Dr.
Beaver anchors her writing instruction with a shared reading by linking the theme of the book to
the prompt. This ensures writing instruction will take place. The texts are often books she thinks
the students have not yet been exposed to. For example, in the first week of observations the
students read We Had a Picnic This Sunday Past by Jacqueline Woodson (2007), and the writing
prompt asked students to write a persuasive piece of wanting to partake in a self-selected
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activity. The students follow the traditional five step writing process and the teacher walked
around providing one on one instruction. In the second week of observations, Dr. Beaver read
Wolf by Becky Bloom (1999) and the writing prompt directed the class to write a narrative about
learning something new for the first time. A Big Fat Enormous Lie by Marjorie Weinman
Sharmat (1993) was the text for week three of the observations, and students were instructed to
retell the story for their writing prompt. Each day for these three texts, the students navigate the
five-step writing process and utilized graphic organizers to structure their paragraphs. For week 4
of observations, each student read a biography on an American President and wrote an
informational essay. This time the students were instructed not to start with prewriting but draft
interesting facts on index cards; one fact per a card. The students then maneuvered the index
cards in the sequence the essay should flow. Each card was peer edited and afterwards the
students typed their essay on a mini laptop. (See Appendix 4 for Melissa’s writing).
Throughout the ELA lessons, Melissa appeared to be on task and raised her hand to
answer teacher led questions. She had little interaction with her peers during instruction. Dr.
Beaver described, Melissa as “a pretty quiet person, a hard worker, and always focused on the
lesson” (unstructured interview, 9/2013).
Dance Class. Melissa’s homeroom class attends dance during magnet time; each
performing arts area has a rotation for one week per a month and lasts for fifty-five minutes. The
children wear their dance attire under their school uniforms and change in homeroom before they
depart for dance. She wears a leotard and tights to class, with pink ballet shoes that has her
sister’s name imprinted on the bottom, which indicates they were passed down. The room is set
up very similar to a dance studio, with hard wood floors and full-length mirrors and poles
mounted on two walls. The other walls resemble more of a classroom with white boards, two
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posters, National and State Dance Standards and an Alvin Alley American Dance theater poster.
On the white board are the classroom rules, vocabulary words, and the essential questions: (a)
What is dance etiquette? (b) What do I need for class?
In the beginning of the school year, the dance teacher reviewed the class rules for each
class, which are as follows:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

Remove shoes before you entire the studio
Be prepared (clothed, agenda planners)
Attend to personal needs before you get to class
Follow directions, the first time given
Respect others and yourself
Raise your hand to speak
Ask permission to leave the room
Do not bother the equipment

She reviewed the rules for the first few weeks in order to set expectations for the students
behavior. Each class began with a shared reading from a picture book such as, A Young Dancer:
The Life of an Ailey Student (Gladstone, 2009) and Beautiful Ballerina (Nelson, 2009) or the
students read aloud parts of a chapter book pertaining to dance. The teacher follows up with
comprehension questions. Then, the class warmed up which entails certain stretches and moves.
The teacher modeled the stretches and the students follow without music. Next, the teacher
accelerated the warm up to jazz music with an upbeat tempo. Then, the class practiced their basic
ballet skills, which are plié, demi, grand, arabesque, battements, devant, derriere and a la
seconde. The warm up was eventually completed to classical music. After the warm up the
teacher taught a routine to the class. Occasionally, Melissa is noted gazing off to the distance,
making silly faces in the mirror or tampering with her ballet shoes. However, she gets back on
task when the teacher calls out directions. According to the instructor, Ms. Williams “she is a
good student a little unfocused at times but a good student” (semi-structured interview, 9/05/13).
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Further into the school year, the teacher no longer reviews the classroom rules in detail
and the students immediately begin the session with their warm ups. She walked around the
children with a long stick in tow and taps it on the floor to the beat of the music and calls the
different ballet moves. The children are expected not to make loud noises with their feet. She
explains to the students, “this looks like a floor but it’s really a monsters back. So we are
massaging his back. We have to rub his back and keep it nice and quiet so he can sleep. When
you are doing your piqué you cannot be loud because you will wake him up” (field notes,
10/29/13). The remainder of class time is dedicated to practices for their quarterly performances.
The teacher reminds the students she is looking for students to cast and watching them during
class time. At times the students will fall to the floor from tiredness and the teacher corrects
them, “that is unprofessional. When you go to a play you think the dancers drop to the floor? Or
grasp for breath” (Field notes, 10/29/13).
Occasionally Ms. Williams gives students homework assignments to write in their
agendas. For example, one task instructed the students to create a movement that meant hello
without using any words, just their bodies and another was a vocabulary guide (See Appendix 5).
A Portrait of Keith
Keith Jones is an eight-year-old boy, born in a two-parent household, and when asked to
describe himself, he replied, “I like to play sports; baseball and football and golf” (semistructured interview, 6/9/13). Compared to his peers, Keith is tall in stature. He has a slim body,
light or caramel complexion and dark brown eyes. His hair is shaved in a low cut. He considers
himself to be a great reader and enjoys reading the book series, Magic Tree House (Osborne &
Murdocca, 2008) independently because of its adventurous plots.
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Home and Family Structures
Keith resides in a two story single family home located in a predominately AfricanAmerican community. His subdivision is one of many others located on a lengthy road of two
lanes. At the first major intersection, there is a gas station and two vacant stores, which are
currently available to rent; they were previously a hair salon and meat store. There is also a car
wash center, car dealership, animal hospital for the city, and a U-Haul center. There are various
advertising signs such as, transportation to the airport, insurance, and DUI defensive driving
school. The area is known for its prominent Caribbean community surrounded by various ethnic
markets and restaurants. A few miles away from their home is a major mall that hosts department
stores, athletic stores, boutiques, an extensive food court, and nearby movie theater. There are
also several soul food restaurants in close proximity to the mall. Often times, the family is too
busy to patronize the mall or theater. However, they visit the mall when they need to purchase a
gift and watch a movie once every three months. Most of the parents’ time is dedicated to
commuting the children to different kid activities, such as, baseball and football practice for
Keith and a reading bowl group for his sister.
His mother, Tammy is an educational consultant for higher education and is currently
completing her dissertation in higher education leadership. Her lineage is traced to the first
recorded African-American birth in the American colonies. This historical fact is often shared
with their children and extended family. According to Tammy, the children “really enjoy it” and
Keith proclaims, “That’s my family, that’s my grand-daddy” (unstructured interview, 6/9/13).
The Hampton History Museum annually sends the Jones family artifacts from their exhibit that
Keith is able to share with his classmates at school.
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Jake, his father is a police investigator for a local school district and completed his
Master’s degree in African-American Studies and History. Since, television is restricted from the
children during the weekdays; the children and Jake record cartoons and favorite shows, and then
view them throughout the weekend. Further, Jake and the children engage in conversation while
watching news coverage and listening to music. He explained,
If a story comes up and the interest is there, each of them will ask questions and they
definitely ask questions. Sometimes, I say ‘I don’t know, I only know what you saw. So
look it up.’ I use it [the news] to stay informed and as a teaching moment, even like old
school music. I am 47 so 80s and 90s that is my era. I play the music in the car, if there is
a story behind a song that I know I will tell them about the story” (Unstructured
interview, 6/9/13).
Tammy and Jake have one other child, Crystal who is a freshman in high school. She has
recently published a young adult fiction book and written several poems. Tammy also describes
having to adjust parenting a boy versus a girl; Keith requires more monitoring and
encouragement than Crystal, particularly when it comes to completing school assignments.
The parents continue to describe Keith in the following statements:
Jake: Fun loving, intelligent actually caring, I would say thoughtful as well. Mischievous.
He loves to please people; he is always trying to help people. According to him that’s
why he gets in trouble every time. He is always trying to help somebody.
Tammy: Yea, and I think you already said it but definitely a caring child. Him being a
second child, he always wants to be just as or equivalent to his sister trying to do just as
many things as she does and even though its five years difference. He’s like I need to be
at the same level, so I would say that self competitiveness not necessarily that anybody
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else puts it on him but I notice when she reads a certain amount of books, he wants to
read that same amount. But definitely caring in a sense that if he sees someone else that is
struggling to do something he wants to be the person to find the answer (semi-structured
interview, 6/9/13).
Attending Children’s Church with Keith
The Jones family has been members of Baptist church for ten years and Keith started
attending the children’s nursery as an infant. The entire family is active in the church; Crystal
regularly participates in the dance ministry and the young adult group, Tammy and Jake
volunteer for the Black History program held annually at the church and coordinated the field
trip to the Civil Rights Movement landmarks in Birmingham, AL. Tammy is also responsible for
raising money for Children’s Church and occasionally will help with the aesthetics of the
building. When asked why she volunteers her time, she replied, “If I can help out, I want to help
out because sometimes its not a lot of resources or [they’re] short staffed and they are trying to
do a lot. This is an opportunity for me to give back” (unstructured interview, 6/9/13).
Keith attends the Children’s Church class for seven and eight years old taught by Mary.
He either chooses to sit in the front or the back, depending on his time of arrival. Further, he
engages in the Children’s Church whole and small group service by answering questions and
singing with a tambourine during praise and worship. Keith usually interacts with the other boys
in the class, but plays with one in particular. The relationship between the two children is
unpredictable and ever changing. One moment they are best of friends and another they are
enemies complaining to the teacher. When the children argue or play with another, Mary
disciplines them by reciting a biblical verse, which reads, “obedience is better than sacrifice” (1
Samuel 15:22). The children have come to memorize it and chime in when Mary starts
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announcing the verse. If redirection does not work, Mary separates Keith from the table and
intermittently speaks to his parents about his behavior. Overall, she described Keith as, “active
and always doing and talking about things, talking out of turn. But he is a student that knows the
lesson. He knows the books of the Bible when we are talking about it and he remembers. So
other than being very active, he is also a very good student” (unstructured interview, 8/4/13).
Many church leaders are familiar with Keith and his energetic personality. For example,
Rev. Powell, the Director of Children’s Church, implied that Keith has shown great growth, she
revealed:
In the years he has been at Children’s Church from age five we’ve seen a change because
he is nothing like what he was when he came at five. During the main service which is
45-50 minutes we couldn’t keep him in there maybe five, six minutes. Someone had to
take him out and he would run around the classroom or hallway to do something. He
could not handle the entire service. He was very active. So he has come a long way, a
very long way” (Unstructured interview, 8/4/13).

Choir Ministry
According to Rev. Powell, the purpose of Youth Choir is to “provide children the ages
between 5-12 the experience of age appropriate Worship and Arts through music, signing,
playing instruments, as well as include scriptural teachings” (email correspondence, date).
During data collection there were a total of ten children that participated in youth choir. Keith
joined a year ago and is the youngest member. His mother encouraged him because “he was
always mouthing the words or singing from a distance. So when he became of age, I said if you
want to do this lets stop singing from a distance and get in and be a part of the choir”
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(unstructured interview. 6/9/13). Rev. Powell has known Keith for several years and describes
him as a “boisterous, bright, creative boy that needs to be reminded of his filters and limits. He
can explode and then come back down. Up down” (unstructured interview, 8/4/13).
The youth choir meets weekly on Saturday mornings for two hours prior to the dance
ministry’s scheduled time in the Children’s Church building. Rev. Powell also serves as the
youth choir leader and receives assistance from one of two ladies from the church congregation
that play the piano during practice and performances. The practice opens with a prayer lead by
either Rev. Powell or a child. Then the children have sharing time where they talk about their
week in general, special events at school, or other topics (i.e. family members visiting,
achievements, or their classmates from school). Rev. Powell introduces the song for that practice
and each part (i.e. soprano, alto, tenor and bass) with a portion of the song. The church hymn is
printed on a sheet of paper and handed out to each child. Reading the lyrics and corresponding
piano notes requires a different type of reading, with each stanza assigned a number and is read
back and forth; from top to bottom. Some songs have different parts for the boys and girls to
sing. The children typically sit down during practice but once the performance date approaches
they practice standing.
The youth choir performs once a month in front of the entire congregation for Youth
Sunday. On occasion, the children in the choir select the song. For example, the choir decided to
sing Cups by Anna Kendrick and altered the lyrics to honor the Pastor on her birthday. The
children divided themselves into two groups; singers and cup players, Keith was a singer.
Red Oak Theme School
Keith attends Red Oak Theme School (ROTS), which opened in January 2002 and serves
students in K-5th grade. He commutes to ROTS because his mother was unsatisfied with the lack
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of rigor and heightened disciplinary issues for his zoned school, which is walking distance from
the Jones residence. Tammy became familiar with the different schools in the area because she
was a substitute teacher when the family first relocated to the state. Keith’s parents eventually
became aware of the lottery offered in the district and transferred Crystal to ROTS; years later,
when Keith was starting school, they decided to continue the same path and enrolled Keith at
ROTS.
The school building is nestled in the front entrance of a community composed singlefamily homes with perfectly manicured lawns. The front hallway has various canvases hanging,
including the school’s mission statement, vision statement, and a painted mural of an AfricanAmerican male and female holding the world with the slogan, “It takes a village to educate
children” followed by detailed bullet goals ensuring the safety of the children, extending the
learning day, and developing strong family values. There is also a framed paper entitled, 15 Key
Practices of a Traditional Theme School, which outlines the district mandated features of a
traditional school followed with an explanation how ROTS implement the guidelines:
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Figure 5: Traditional Theme School
There is no particular theme that defines the school. In contrast from the other traditional
schools, ROTS has a heavy focus on rigorous instruction that includes daily instruction of a
second language.
ROTS is demographically 98% Black with the remaining percentage composed of Asian,
Hispanic, White and Multi-Racial. There are approximately 835 students enrolled for the 20122013 school year and 45% of the population has been identified as economically disadvantaged.
In May 2013, ROTS scores were 60.1 for Achievement, 9.8 for Progress, 12.0 for Achievement
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Gap, and 4.4 for Challenge points, with a total of 86.3 points, ranking the school twenty-first
place out of seventy-two elementary schools in the district.
Keith’s Classroom. Keith is a third grade student and attends gifted and enrichment
classes. He qualified for gifted through testing. There are a total of four third grade classes. His
classroom is located in the hallway for second and third grade, referred to as Learner’s Lane. On
the way to his class, the entire grade level has an All About Me resembling a newspaper clipping
with students writing about themselves and their family on display.
In the classroom, there is a posting of class schedule; see below.
Table 11: Keith’s Classroom Schedule
7:35-8:00
8:00-9:30
9:30-10:30
10:30-11:05
11:10-1:10
1:10-1:25
1:25-2:10
2:10

Report to Homeroom/Morning Work
Math/Math Academy
Social Studies/Science
Lunch
Language Arts: (Grammar, Reading,
and Writing)
Prepare for Dismissal
Exploratory
Dismissal

There are twenty-seven students in his class and all are African-American. The classroom has
five clusters of tables made up of individual desks. Keith sits in the very front of the class in the
middle desk along with two girls and two boys. The room has a white board and Promethean
board up front. The back has a kidney shaped table used for guided reading lessons during small
group led by Mrs. Winkle. Bulletin boards behind the table are divided into three sections:
language arts with a poster of the writing process, actual covers of picture books (i.e. Too many
Tamales, (Soto, 1993) It takes a village (Cowen-Fletcher, 1994), Wolf (Bloom, 1999) and Story
of the Ruby Bridges (Coles & Ford, 2010)), the last section is allocated for Social Studies with a
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map of the United States of America and a photograph of President Barak Obama. Later in the
school year, the picture book covers and United States map were replaced with student writings
for Reading and Social Studies. On the left side of the room are the assigned cubbies for the
students and a board for students to daily self select lunch. Above the cubbies are laminated
posters of Class Behavior Plan with Rewards and Consequences, Morning Procedures, the
school’s mission statement, and vision statement (See Appendix 6).

Promethean Board
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Class Library

Cubbies
Teacher’s Desk

Figure 6: Keith’s Classroom Map

91	
  
	
  
The classroom management is driven by the ticket system. Each student earns five tickets for
completing their homework each week. Throughout the day, the students can either earn or loose
their tickets. For instance, students loose a ticket if they are talking while the teacher is talking
and they earn tickets when they are lined up quietly or follow directions the first time given. At
the end of the week, each student must have at least twenty tickets to receive an award, such as,
going outside, watching a movie or eating popsicles and candy on Fridays. As the school year
progress, the ticket requirement for receiving awards increases by increments of five (e.g., 25,
30, 35).
English/Language Arts and content areas with Mrs. Winkle. Mrs. Winkle, an
African-American woman has taught for fourteen years, always in second or third grade. She
indicates that literacy is “in everything, its not just reading and writing; it’s writing, listening and
speaking in math, social studies, science, across the curriculum” (unstructured interview, 9/13).
For example, when students answer questions, she requires them to answer in complete
sentences by stating, “May you please repeat that in a complete sentence. If you speak in
complete sentences you will write in complete sentences” (field notes, 9/13). The district
mandated curriculum maps also heavily influences her instruction. The maps are divided by nine
weeks of Common Core State Standards the students are expected to master. The standards for
reading and language arts are aligned to the stories and skills in the textbooks.
Reading instruction is delivered in whole and small groups. During whole group
instruction, Mrs. Winkle presents the ELA skill and vocabulary words from the story of the week
on a PowerPoint presentation and/or YouTube video clip, then reads aloud the story with the
students following along in their basal readers. Whole group instruction generally takes place
over the course of one to two days. In whole group, Keith appears focused, has minimum
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interaction with his peers and completes his work at his desk. The remainder of the week is small
group instruction. The Star reading levels determines the groups. The assessments are online
based and the level of questions increases if the student answers them correctly. Keith is
assigned to the second highest group out of four. The following centers are typically offered with
students rotating through them: (a) guided reading group, (b) two independent reading centers,
(c) vocabulary guide, and (d) workbooks (see Figure 7). The independent reading centers are
extensions of the story of the week. The children read books of the same genre or topic and
complete a writing activity (See Appendix 7).

Figure 7: Weekly Center Rotation
For example, during week two of classroom observations, the focus for whole group instruction
was characteristics of folktales and fables. At one of the independent reading centers Keith and
his group read, The Lion & Mouse by Jerry Pinkney (2009) and were instructed to write a
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summary of the story. While the students are working independently, Mrs. Winkle facilities her
guided reading group with basal readers at the kidney shaped table. When the students are loud
at their centers, Mrs. Winkle, requests that students lower their voices and correct their posture
by stating, “no one can lay down, this is a place of business” or informs them that, “you are here
to work, not play. This is your work time, you need to have a completed product at the end of
this work period” (field notes, 11/5/13). During small group time, Keith is a bit more talkative
with his peers than during whole group instruction. Sporadically, he reveals his humorous and
playful side but goes back to the task at hand. He is motivated to complete his work. For
example, at the end of one small group, as usual Mrs. Winkle checked their work and he said to
her, “I was talking but I finished.” She responded, “that’s fine, as long as you have a product at
the end of the work period, that’s our goal” (field notes, 11/5/13). Overall, Mrs. Winkle identifies
Keith as a leader and team player, “very smart and articulate, always wanting to do the right
thing. He likes to learn and he likes to participate in class” (unstructured interview, 9/13).
Conclusion
In this chapter, I provided a portrait of my two participants, Melissa and Keith. The
home, church, and school communities were presented to strengthen background knowledge. I
described the purpose, expectations, procedures, and tools employed in the church and school
settings. Information about family backgrounds, traditions, and parenting were also provided.
The next chapter presents the findings on how the children take up varied identities in the
different contexts.
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CHAPTER 5
FINDINGS
Introduction
In this qualitative multiple-case study, I investigated the questions: (1) how do children of
the Black middle class navigate and negotiate their literate identities between church and school?
And (2) what literacy practices are utilized in the church and school? There were two
participants of the elementary school age, Melissa and Keith, which were the bounded systems or
cases. Multiple data sources were collected over an eight-month period in the same church and
two schools, which led to the design of two individual cases. All interviews and observations
were transcribed, stored, coded, and analyzed in the online qualitative software known as
Dedoose.
After multiple rounds of coding and triangulation of the data, I concluded with three
conceptual themes, which were further developed from my statements. This chapter presents
these findings from within-case analysis. The overarching themes are: (1) communal and
individual practices encourage diverse ways of engaging, (2) relationships influence how the
children navigate each space, and (3) children exhibit different identities in small groups or
multi-aged groups. In this chapter, I illuminate why the differences are so drastic. Specifically,
why is Melissa talkative in church yet quiet in school? Why is Keith playful in church but rigid
in school?
Communal and Individual Practices Encourage Diverse Ways of Engaging
The church and school literacy practices engaged the children in different ways. As a
result, they constructed different literate identities depending on the context. In particular, the
tools, division of labor, and structures of each space provided or denied opportunities for the
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participants to take on different identities. This theme significantly derived from CHAT. The
exact codes that I applied for both contexts were rules/norms, redirection, and object. In church,
the division of labor is shared between the children and the adults while the roles are constantly
shifting. At times, the adults are leading the children when delivering the sermon of the day and
other examples highlight the children facilitating the service by being the deacons, dancers, and
choir singers. The church practices also encourage everyone to join and share the front stage.
Therefore, the division of labor and tools are constantly shared in church, whereas in school the
division of labor rests mainly on the teacher. In both schools, the classroom teacher guides the
learning. She poses the questions and selects one student at a time to answer. This section will
explore how the complexity of these practices shaped various identities.
Children’s Church as a Communal Space
Children’s Church is divided into two portions: the whole group service that occurs in the
sanctuary for approximately an hour and a half and the small group classes, classified by age, for
thirty to forty-five minutes. Tools used during Children’s Church include the Bible and
workbook, although much of the time children engaged in oral literacy practices. Every Sunday,
the children’s choir and dance ministry spearhead the worship and praise during the whole group
service. The deacons, who are the older children (9-12 years of age), take on the roles as
facilitators during the whole group service. Some of their responsibilities include delivering the
opening/closing prayers, sharing announcements, and welcoming everyone to Children’s Church,
particularly acknowledging and greeting any new visitors. “Meet and Greet” is a particularly
boisterous time, with children walking around the entire sanctuary to hug, kiss, or high five each
other to fast paced gospel music playing in the background. Melissa enthusiastically participates.
She walks around to several girls saying, “hey girl, how you doing?” or asks “why weren’t you
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at practice yesterday” (field notes, 5/5/2013). On some occasions, the “meet and greet” time is
punctuated with dancing. For example, Melissa and her fellow dancers will go to the front of the
sanctuary and begin in a line dance that is choreographed by their dance instructor. Sometimes
the teachers join in and are coached by the children. One Sunday service, Melissa, along with
another girl in the audience, sang, danced, and clapped to What a Mighty God We Serve. The
minster called both girls up the front to continue singing and dancing (Field notes, 4/28/13).
Once everyone is seated, the director asks a child in the audience to say the names of any new
participants. If the child does not know a new participant’s name, the directors reminds the group
of the expectation to welcome new children. On two occasions, Melissa volunteered to stand and
share the names.
After the “Meet and Greet,” the deacons collect the offering by handing out the basket to
each row in the audience. They pray aloud before and after its collection, while the children bow
their heads, close their eyes, and listen to the prayer. Then the director, who is also the minister
for the church, orally delivers the scripture of the week from the Bible. Some children follow
along with their own Bibles. The director regularly poses questions related to vocabulary, such as
“What does resurrection mean” (Field notes, 4/07/13) and “Does anyone remember the meaning
of Amen?” (Field notes, 4/14/03). The children shout their answers so all can hear and there is a
communal aspect in that no one is individually identified to provide the correct response.. In one
particular service, the director focused on current events in the community and nation:
Director: “All is well, saints?”
All children: “All is well!”
The director begins to discuss violent crimes that have recently taken place.
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Director: This is our world. What about the Sandy Hooks shooting? You’re in school
everyday. This weekend is the festival, how do we know we are safe? We go to the mall
everyday. How do you feel about the bombing?
Child: Sad.
Keith: Upset, the two men should get life in prison.
Child: We need to pray for them and the families. There are a lot of things happening.
Director: Yes, there is. After the Sandy Hooks shooting, the number one product selling
was bulletproof backpacks. What a world we live in. The Bible says in Ecclesiastics there
is nothing new under the sun but things come together. Bombings, killings, floods, deaths
is that new?
All Children: No!
Director: Sin is like a masquerade ball, sin masquerades everything and make it looks
nice but things are quite the opposite. Amen?
All Children: Amen!
Director: You see the devil tricks us to come into the party and dance with our masks but
there are consequences. Things ain’t neva’ goin’ end good! You need to remember what
your parents have taught you, a teacher, or counselor, someone who loves you. We need
to listen to them and not get caught up in the masquerade ball. For example, the testing
scandal, what’s going on with that?
Melissa: Teachers and principals were cheating on the CRCT.
Director: Yes, having cheating parties and all. Now they have to face their consequences.
They were all indicted. That’s their testimony. They were masquerading. What’s your

98	
  
	
  
testimony? How do you identify? How does your life speak for you? If someone hits you,
what are you going to do?
Child: I’m gonna hit ‘em back!
Children laughing.
Another child: That ain’t right!
Director: See what I mean. Just because you’re little it doesn’t excuse you. And let the
church say.
All Children shout: Amen! (Field notes, 4/21/13)
Call and response is a common form of participation in Children’s Church. Following the
delivery of the day’s message, the director asked three times, “when are you going to get your
blessings?” Each time, the children screamed, “Right now!” The children were encouraged to
respond as loudly as possible (Field notes, 4/28/13). It is necessary to illuminate not only the
form of call and response but also the content of the language is extremely communal. The
words such as, our and we highlight the importance of community.
Following the scripture lesson, are communion and testimony time. The children
participate in communion, which is led by the deacons who pray and distribute the communion.
All of the children bow their heads, close their eyes, and listen to the prayer but only baptized
believers are able to partake in the consumption of bread and liquid. The whole group portion of
Children’s Church concludes with testimony. A deacon asks the whole group, “What time is it?”
Again call and response is the expected pattern of participation because the children yelled,
“Testimony Time!” Each class collectively responds and Keith’s group succeeds in being the
loudest in comparison to the other classes. While listening, I can pinpoint his distinctive voice
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among the cheers. The deacon usually calls one of the loudest groups to line up first in front of
him/her. Each child shares his/her testimony; the statements begin with, “I thank God for…”
The time in whole group services provided opportunities for Melissa and Keith to
actively engage with peers and adults. For example, on Friends and Family Day, the family and
friends of the children join the Children’s Church for this annual service. Each year there is a
competition for children to recruit people to attend. During the service, the director asks for a
group with at least seven guests to stand. She continues to increase the number to see which child
invited the most guests. Keith’s group won with at least seventeen guests, which included his
mother, father, sister, and his sister’s teenage friends who are also members of the church. His
group clapped loudly from the audience and Keith jumped up and down from the choir stand.
When the adolescent choir sang He is God,, two teens ran over to the dancers to bring them up
front and join them in singing. Melissa ran up along with Sara, the dance instructor and her
mother. They started to dance and sing along with the adolescent choir” (field notes, 4/14/13).
On a different Sunday, the children performed The Cup Song by Anna Kendrick for the pastor’s
birthday. Prior to the performances for both services, the children and director reconstructed the
lyrics to the song to honor the pastor and approximately ten children used two plastic cups for
the instrumental portion of the song. These instances reflect the enthusiasm and confidence Keith
and Melissa bring to the church setting.
For several weeks during the whole group services in Children’s Church, the children
prayed for a fellow church member. The director explained, “this is a serious thing, a member of
the body of Christ is sick and in the hospital. Whenever there is a problem with a member of the
church, it becomes our problem. And we all need to pray for them” (field notes, 4/2813). By
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focusing on others through prayer and in the sermon, the minister reinforced the importance and
value of community for children in the church .
Church practices such as praying for one another, sharing testimony, and dancing with
each other are communal and illustrate that the whole group service portion of Children’s Church
fosters originality and encourages responses that are loud and enthusiastic. The focus is on how
each member of the community participates, and it becomes all-inclusive. It is not just the choir,
it is not just the sick child, but it is all members of the church. Further, the praying aloud and
sharing of gratitude are grounded in oral literacy. The division of labor is mostly distributed
among the children, since they lead the services from the beginning to end and direct the praise
and worship through song and dance. When the director delivered the message to the children,
she expected them to participate through call and response and answering questions that are
applicable to their lives.
The communal aspect of learning and engagement is also noted during small group
instruction, where the children are divided by age and are placed into separate classrooms. Ms.
Mary, the teacher for the seven and eight year old class, is retired from the workforce and has
served as a teacher in Children’s Church for a total of eleven years. Her grandchildren currently
attend Children’s Church. She believes, “the purpose of Children’s Church is to get children to
understand the word of God at their level, so when things happen they know that they can call on
God from their own understanding” (unstructured interview, 8/4/13). Ms. Mary teaches from the
Bible and connects the stories to real world events. As an activist during the Civil Rights
Movement, she often shared with students the importance of valuing their cultural background.
For example, during one class session Ms. Mary stated, “the reason we need to know who we are
because you are a different generation. You were not around when your ancestors were forced on
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the ship, when they decided that enough is enough, when they invented things… We must
remember God made everyone perfectly made, we are just as smart and just as talented” (field
notes, 4/7/13). She goes on to talk about the importance of reading, “they were unable to learn to
read but you take it for granted. It is important to learn to read. We have to read for ourselves”
(field notes, 4/7/13).
A common activity in the small group setting is for Mary and the children to take turns
reading aloud a story from the children’s workbook. There are different reading levels for each
grouping of students. The quarterly workbooks are themed with Biblical characters for each
issue. The workbook covers feature photographs of African-American children and/or AfricanAmerican clip art figures representing Biblical characters, including Jesus as a tall, well-shaved
and muscular male. Within the workbook pages, there are photographs of people of color and
Caucasians. Each lesson in the workbook begins with a short story approximately 2-4 paragraphs
introducing a character and his/her problem. The stories address common experiences that
children can relate to such as being bullied, changing schools, and family conflict. Each story is
then followed by a Biblical passage that can be applied to the corresponding story. Ms. Mary
calls on children to read sections of the text. She follows the reading with comprehension
questions and the students ask questions if they need help understating the text. (Appendix 7:
Lesson from Workbook).
Although Mary teaches from a workbook series and the Bible, oral discussions play a
significant role in the lesson. Throughout the lesson, Mary will ask recall and text-to-self
questions. Melissa is observed raising her to answer or ask questions. For example, Mary asked
the class, “What did the people think happened to the body of Jesus?” Melissa raised her hand
and responded, “that it got stolen” (Field notes, 4/14/13). On another occasion, two adult deacons
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were reviewing the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, Melissa questioned, “Why did Jesus destroy
the city and kill all those people?” In addition, the children participate in games led by Mary,
such as, unscrambling the books of the Bible, recalling books of the Old and New Testament or
an actual board game that tests Biblical characters or places. During these games, Mary gives
hints and the children mostly raise their hands to respond but occasionally blurt out the answer.
For instance, Mary wrote PVREBOS on the board and asked what book is this? Melissa raised
her hand to answer but Keith called out “proverbs.” Melissa turned and screamed, “Oh my
goodness be quiet!” On the next word, Melissa screamed out the answer, “Ruth!” before Mary
stopped writing. Both Mary and Melissa began laughing and Keith moaned, “Oh, I was going to
get that in a second” (field notes, 5/5/13). In another game, a child raised his hand to share a
book from the New Testament. He called, “Judges” but the teacher stated, “We are not doing any
repeats.” Then, Keith leaned from his seat and whispered in the boy’s ear. The boy said, “Mark!”
The teacher accepted his answer.
Overall, the communal literacy practices of church foster the development of spirituality,
which is the object or goal of the setting. . The children are constantly reminded of what it means
to be a Christian and collectively being a part of the body of Christ. For instance, when children
delivered their testimonies the teachers reiterated the importance of listening to one another
because they may learn from each other’s circumstance. There is also an expectation for
community learning. Keith sings and plays a tambourine either up front on the stage with the
youth choir or in the audience with his peers. Melissa dances on and off stage with her fellow
members. There is a scaffolding component among all the children while they support one
another in the learning process. The descriptions highlight that calling out and helping each other
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are acceptable behaviors in church whereas in elementary school, these practices are frowned
upon because school literacy practices take a different approach.
School Practices are Individualized
The school settings, in contrast to the church setting, are organized to promote individual
achievement. Both Melissa and Keith spend time in classrooms where the approach to learning
and literacy development is individual. Beginning with Melissa’s classroom experiences, her
entire reading block is delivered whole group and her teacher, Dr. Beaver, walks around the
room to deliver one-on-one instruction with the students that need further support. All of the
students sit at their desks with their tools (pencils, worksheets, basal anthologies) placed in front
of them. The first portion of instruction entails reviewing a daily language exercise that focuses
on grammar. The exercise is displayed on the Promethean board for the all the students to see.
Dr. Beaver reads the sentence aloud and calls on an individual student to identify the incorrect
grammar usage and/or punctuation in the sentence and to provide the correct response. Dr.
Beaver writes the correct response on the board. Following this exercise, students review and
check their answers from their assigned homework consisting of 2-3 cloze passages and five
questions. Students record their answers on a “scantron” answer sheet to simulate a testing
environment. In the following excerpt, Dr. Beaver emphasizes the importance of completing
homework in preparation for the annual standardized assessment.
Dr. Beaver: Take out your daily language and your answer sheet for homework.
Melissa is looking through notebook. She took out her answer sheet and binder with
passages.
Dr. Beaver: You never know when I am going to check your homework for a grade. So
you need to make sure your homework is complete on the homework sheet. If you’re
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doing your homework every night when it comes time to do your CRCT test you will be
ready. If you’re not doing your homework then you’re not going to have any practice. I
should see your homework sheet and answers on your desk, I am not seeing that. I
already asked three times.
Some students look in book desks and take out their answer sheets and folders or binders
that contain the passages (Field notes, 8/28/13).
The routine for homework check, involves Dr. Beaver reading aloud the passage, the
corresponding question and the multiple-choice options. Students raise their hands to be called to
answer the question. One student is selected to provide the answer. Remaining class members
listen to the response and place a check (if correct) or X (if incorrect) next to their answer.
Dr. Beaver: If you are taking a test and you don’t know how to say the name. What can
you do?
Students are raising their hand. She calls on a student.
Student: Take an educated guess.
Melissa: Sound it out.
Dr. Beaver: You can sound it out but then you might forget everything you read. Don’t
get too stuck up trying to figure out the name. Put your name or give it any name. It
won’t change what the question is asking you.
While checking their answers, if students selected the wrong answer, Dr. Beaver tells them, “Do
not erase the answer. Keep it there and circle the right answer so you could see what you did
wrong” (Field notes, 9/04/13).
Dr. Beaver provides and models practical test taking strategies during this segment of the
lesson. The daily language and homework assignments focus on discrete skills. There is a
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standard answer or only one possible response. For example, the question read: “The poem
touched her _________.” Melissa selected, mind which was the wrong answer. Dr. Beaver
touched her chest and in an exaggerative voice stated, “if someone wrote a poem about me, it
would make me feel so good and touch my…” Melissa answered, “heart!”
Following the daily oral language exercise and homework check, the focus shifts to
working on comprehension skills. As noted in chapter 4, Dr. Beaver reads a featured text on
Mondays that is linked to the writing prompt. The students sit at their desks as she walks around
with the text and shows the pictures after she reads aloud. She strategically selects text that the
children most likely have not been exposed to; she explained, “I am looking for books that they
haven’t really heard before, so I try to find something new and books that I am familiar with that
have a certain theme and I can in turn link to my writing instruction” (Semi-structured interview,
10/29/13). Although she did not label the text as culturally relevant, the content is often
relatable to the students, such as an African-American family preparing for a Sunday gathering
entitled, We Had a Picnic This Sunday Past (Woodson, 2007) and a main character learning how
to read, Wolf (Bloom, 1999). While reading the story aloud, Dr. Beaver explicitly links reading
and writing. Below is an excerpt from class:
Dr. Beaver: As I am reading, think about your paragraphs and what you can put into your
response.
Teacher reviews the structure of the writing by presenting a PowerPoint and a sample
writing of what each paragraph represents (Appendix 8). She reads the book aloud.
Dr. Beaver: What does this story remind you of? It reminded me of the story of Julian
Tales, remember when they ate the pudding. So that’s what clicked in my mind. So in the
fourth paragraph, I could say it reminds me of Julian Tales. When you are reading a book
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it should always remind you of something, you should always have a connection.
Remember when you are writing your responses today, look at the sample I gave you.
Look at the paragraphs so you can follow it.
The students do not participate in small group learning activities. Dr. Beaver is the sole
proprietor of learning, specifically the first portion of ELA. Melissa’s inquisitiveness, showcased
in church, is not as apparent in her elementary school. Throughout all of my observations of
Melissa in the classroom, she does not ask any questions of Dr. Beaver or her classmates.
Melissa does, however, raise her hand to answer questions posed by Dr. Beaver.
In a similar fashion, Melissa’s dance class at school followed an instructional routine that
was delivered in whole group and led by the teacher. Throughout my observations, the beginning
of dance class opened up with the teacher and class reading text or watching a video about dance.
For this portion of class, the teacher posed questions to check for comprehension. Melissa raised
her hand to answer the questions but rarely asked any questions. Next, the teacher reviewed the
choreography from the previous session, which is taught in whole group and broken into
segments. She presented the dance steps first without music and then with music. There is a
poster with the classroom rules (Appendix 9). During class, there is an expectation of the
students’ posture and movement. For instance, the teacher stated “stand up nice and tall. You can
do it.” She walked around with a yardstick in hand and called out ballet positions. “If you are
falling that means your back and belly are not where it should be” (field notes, 10/13).
School observations for Keith occurred during reading, social studies and science. Social
studies and science were always taught whole group and students read from traditional textbooks
and an occasional supplemental packet. Students remained at their desks and Mrs. Winkle would
call on individual students to read aloud, similar to round robin reading. Even though the
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students raised their hand to indicate they would like to read next, Mrs. Winkle selected who
would read next, often selecting students whose hands were not raised. Below is a description of
a typical read aloud engagement:
Teacher calls on four students to read.
All of them do not know the correct place to start.
Teacher calls on another student.
Keith raised his hand to read.
Teacher calls on another student.
Mrs. Winkle: I am going to start pulling tickets for those of you who do not know where
we are. The day before your parents are coming for curriculum night. The week before
progress reports, this is ridiculous (field notes, 09/13). The first portion of reading
entailed a mini lesson on the Promethean Board, then reading the story of the week from
Houghton Mifflin Reading textbooks using Round Robin structure or students following
along with the accompanying CD, and lastly reading centers.
Mrs. Winkle used the Promethean board to teach a mini lesson on a topic that was
connected to the reading selection for the week. Lessons included vocabulary terms, parts of
speech, and characteristics that defined myths, folktales, fables, and fairy tales. On occasion,
Mrs. Winkle allowed the students to select who would go to the Promethean board and answer
the next question. One time the students were whining and making noise so that their peer would
choose them to go up. Mrs. Winkle expressed, “make sure you do not pick any one who is
making noise because that is unacceptable.” Immediately, the students raised their hand quietly
(field notes, 11/5/13). In addition, Mrs. Winkle regularly announced to the students, “school is a
place of business.” Other comments to control students’ behavior included “Sit up Boo,” “It is
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too loud over there,” and “No one can lay down.” (field notes, 11/5/13). These expectations for
how the activities should be completed set a tone for Keith and his classmates.
Similary to Dr. Beaver, Mrs. Winkle also corrected students when they answered in
incomplete sentences. “If you speak in complete sentences, you will write in complete
sentences” (field notes, 8/13). Throughout these whole group interactions, Keith was observed
following the norms of the lesson by raising his hand to answer and asking questions in complete
sentences. The interaction pattern between the students and teacher was virtually unidirectional.
Keith only spoke directly to the teacher. Below is an excerpt from an ELA lesson regarding the
vocabulary from the story of the week and illustrates the unidirectional nature of talk in the
classroom.
Teacher: What is something that protects you and keeps you safe?
Keith: Something that protects you or keeps you safe is shelter.
Teacher: Yes, shelter (Field notes, 9/11/13).
The norms for answering questions and participating in oral discussion are drastically different
between church and school. The church employs call and response, and shouting or blurting out
answers is acceptable. Whereas in school, students are expected to answer in complete sentences
and raise their hands quietly.
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Below are two experts from each context that highlight the difference for Keith:
Table 12: Keith in School & Church
School
Teacher: What is the remains or bones of
animals from the past?

Church
Reverend: Who told the apostles the body
was gone?

Keith: Fossils are the remains of animals
from the past.

Keith and 3 classmates called out.
Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of
James, and Mary.

Teacher: Yes, fossils are the remains or
bones from the past.

Reverend: Three women, that’s not Jesus
mother. Who were they again?
Entire class calls out the names in unison.

The structures of these literacy practices foster a boisterous Keith in church, who is frequently
referred to as active by the church leaders. On the other hand, in social studies, science, and
whole group reading, the literacy practice is to read a text aloud. The teacher who decides on
which student will read aloud primarily maintains the division of labor. She also sets the
expectation on how they will respond to the text. The teacher focuses on the object or goal for
this space, which is literacy development. Ultimately, both spaces foster literacy development
yet they utilize different practices. Perhaps this is why Keith stated, “in church, I play a lot but in
school I don’t” (semi-structured interview, 10/6/13) and that Melissa interacts more with her
peers in church due to how the division of labor is delegated between the adults and
children/students.
In summary, the church cultivated an opportunity to engage in authentic literacy practices
that embraced community, while school engagements were heavily individualized and standard.
Despite the drastic differences in ways of participating, the children conformed in each space and
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were successful. Next, I will present the second findings of my study, which analyze the
influence of the relationships between the children and others.
Relationships Influence How the Children Navigate Each Space
The participants negotiated varied identities in each space due to distinctive relationships.
In church, the teachers discussed the children from a deeper and more intimate level or from a
holistic approach, whereas in school the teachers framed the participants from an academic
stance. Further, the parents continuously shared how they set expectations for their children’s
behavior in school. This theme significantly manifested from two types of coding: hypothesis
because the codes were directly developed from my theoretical framework and value coding
(Saldana, 2009). The exact codes that I applied in both contexts were rules/norms, redirection,
teacher discipline, positive reinforcement, parenting, and object with subcategories: goal,
standardized (CC), and writing. Also, value coding with subcategories (1) value: the importance
one puts on a person, thing, or idea; (2) attitude: the way we think and feel about oneself, another
person, thing, or idea; and (3) belief: philosophies and opinions (Saldana, 2009). This section
examines how the relationships with the teachers and parents influenced how each child
navigated the contexts. During the unstructured interviews and informal conversations, the
participants described their relationships with Melissa and Keith. Field notes uncovered how the
structures, norms, and goals of each space fostered relationships.
Intimate vs. Formal Relationships
The communal gatherings of church provided a platform for the leaders to establish an
intimate relationship with Melissa and Keith. The Director of Children’s Church stated that her
goal is to create an environment that is “not too tight. We have structure but I try to make a fluid
structure, to have fun days, like Sock Hop [a dance party], and ministries the children can
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participate in. Whereas, when I was coming up, my goodness! There was no dancing in church”
(semi-structured interview, 06/13). Further, in this setting, the director makes a significant effort
to frame Children’s Church different than traditional Sunday school. She clarifies, “It’s basically
a Sunday school class but I think it’s done differently than the old Sunday school. It’s friendlier.
I remember old Sunday school you had to take that book home with you and study prior to
coming to church. But now we complete the lesson in class and encourage parental involvement.
So it’s different” (unstructured interview, 06/13). The data highlights how the children are
encouraged to actively participate and contribute to the division of labor.
The objectives of Children’s Church ministry guide the interactions with Melissa, Keith
and the teachers. For dance ministry, Sara explains, “It’s really a sisterhood. This means that we
teach dance but when it comes [down] to it, I want to know how they are feeling. I want to make
sure we are preparing them for what society is going to ask” (semi-structured interview, 06/13).
This explanation supports why at the beginning of every practice the girls hold hands in a circle
for prayer and shares a report or asks for support. Likewise Mary, the Children’s Church teacher,
described the classroom’s environment, “I love it when the kids talk to me about the things that
happened. That way I get to address each issue because it’s something going on in their lives…I
hug on them, since I love them dearly and it gives them some kind of release” (semi-structured
interview, 08/13).
Furthermore, the church leaders described each participant from a holistic approach, such
as their personalities and learning abilities. For example, the director illuminated Mel’s tenacious
personality such as, “a loving child who is full of energy” and has “a good perception for her
age. She watches and listens. She’s willing to discuss her opinions” (semi-structured interview,
8/4/13). The church leaders have also fostered relationships with the children and parents over a
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long period of time. For instance, when talking about Keith the Director stated, “He can explode
and then he can come down you know, up, down. Up, down; actually in the years that he has
been here in children’s church from hmm age 5, he is now nine, we’ve seen a change because he
is nothing like what he was when he came at five” (semi-structured interview, 09/13). In
addition, the church leaders provided scaffolding for Keith’s behavior. The Director
acknowledged, “Originally, we kept him in the main service for 10-15 minutes and then someone
would have to let him out for five minutes to run around or do something because he could not
handle it” (semi-structured interview, 6/8/13). Similarly, Mary provided several warnings to
redirect his behavior and uses the punishment of going to the younger class as a consequence
(field notes, 4/28/13). She described Keith as, “a student that knows the lesson. He knows the
Bible when we are talking about it. He remembers” (semi-structured interview, 6/8/13).
The leaders also rely on the family members to serve as a resource to better educate the
children. During an informal conversation, the director explained how Keith’s mother and
children’s church leaders worked together to improve his behavior. She provided helpful
strategies and recommendations for Keith (debriefing, 09/22/13). Also, Melissa’s dance teacher
invited her to the dance ministry because she observed her on the sidelines when her older sister
was attending practice. The teacher described, “I actually started trying to get her to dance about
four or five, I started to see her because of her sister Natasha is such a disciplined dancer” (semistructured interview, 6/08/13). She continued, “Mel is full of life. She is going to go places
because she is a go-getter. She wants to be set apart and I love her energy. When she gives, she
gives 100%” (semi-structured interview, 6/08/13). There is a higher level of familiarity between
Melissa, Keith, and the church leaders.
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Observations and interviews in the school settings reveal how the church context
provides a level of familiarity that cannot manifest in schools driven by testing. The restrictive
nature of the school environments frame the way teachers perceive their students. Specifically, in
school Melissa is discussed from a standardized testing perspective. Although she attends a
school that promotes the arts, her teachers define her through an academic lens. For instance,
when asked to tell me about Melissa as a person or reader, her reading teacher answered, “her
STAR reading indicates she is above grade level, I believe she is a 3.5 or 3.8” (semi-structured
interview, 09/13). Furthermore, when I asked the school dance teacher to describe Melissa, her
response was, “She is a good student, a little unfocused at times but a good student” (semistructured interview, 9/05/13).
In school Keith is categorized as “very smart, articulate, has very good comprehension
skills. I require them to answer in a complete sentence and he does a very good job being full
with his explanation” (semi-structured interview, 926//13). Mrs. Winkle’s view of Keith is based
on grammatical skills. When prompted to provide more details, she explained, "he has positive
peer interaction, he likes to learn, and participates in class” (semi-structured interview, 9/26/13).
She also warns him far less. Mrs. Winkle could be described as a no-nonsense type of teacher.
For instance, during a reading lesson, Keith is drawing in another book and raising his hand to
answer the teacher’s question, “What are some examples of realistic fictions?” She walks to
Keith and instructs him, “Please put that away. You almost did when I was walking around. So
you know it shouldn’t be out” (field notes, 08/13). Keith instantly followed her directions.
During another observation, Keith was writing in a notebook while he was expected to read
independently at his desk. Mrs. Winkle pointed at him. He immediately closed his notebook and
started reading silently (field notes, 09/13). Although he appears to be unfocused at times in
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either setting, when the teacher calls on him Keith always responds with the correct answer. For
example, when asked, “what is an example of realistic fiction?” Keith responded with, “An
example of a realistic fiction is Diary of the Wimpy Kid” (field notes, 09/13). In comparison to a
small group class for Children’s Church, Mary called on Keith to summarize a Biblical story
while he was playing with his shoestring. Keith replied, “The Goliath was bigger than David.
And everyone was scared of him but David beat him up in a fight. So we should learn not to
always be afraid of our bullies and how to stand up to them” while going back and forth to his
shoestring (field notes, 05/13). Mary does not scrutinize Keith for playing with his shoestring
because he was able to answer the question correctly.
The participants’ abilities to conform to the norms of schools were also developed from
direct teachings of their parents. Throughout the interviews Mel’s mother and father expressed
the importance of their parental guidance. Their expectations, careers, and value of education
impact how she negotiated her identities between both spaces. In the household, there was an
emphasis placed on education, which is grounded in the legacy of African-Americans. Melissa’s
father explained, “it’s very important for Erica and I let the girls know the history of our people.
They didn’t just poof appear here…There are a lot of people that sacrificed and died for them. So
they can have the freedom and rights they have today, like going to school” (semi-structured
interview, 06/13). The significance of education and expectation of behavior are concepts that
have been taught to Melissa over a period of time. Erica added:
Mel being quiet in school does surprise me and it pleases me because she is learning…I
mean it always hasn’t been that way, like in first grade, maybe second, we would get
notes about her talking and being very social. But as we talk to her about what we expect
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and what’s appropriate…it seems as though with maturity she is able to put some things
in order (unstructured interview, 10/13).
Furthermore, Mel’s older sister was mentioned on several occasions. Since Natasha is an
over-achiever in school and a disciplined dancer in church, these characteristics have influenced
the construction of Mel’s identities. In particular, even though Melissa was not yet of age to join
the dance ministry, Sara personally invited Melissa to participate because of her older sister
(semi-structured interview, 06/13). During practice, Melissa would often ask her sister questions
about the choreography. Natasha acknowledged that, “she looks up to me with fashion, my style,
schoolwork and dancing” (unstructured interview, 06/13). Likewise, Erica mentioned, “a lot of
her reading, I would have to credit her sister because she introduces her to quite naturally things
that are above her level. Mel wants her sister to think she is great you know” (unstructured
interview, 10/13).
This type of parenting is also noted in Keith’s household; during an informal
conversation with Keith’s mother, she shared that it took a while for Keith to understand the
accepted behavior in school. She described how both parents had to constantly explain what is
and what is not tolerated (researcher memos, 10/13). At home, his parents also referred to his
older sister during the interview. His mother voiced, “With Keith being the second child, there is
something that he always wants to be just as or equivalent to his sister. Even though its five years
difference, he tries to do just as many things. For example, his sister is always in a Nook or book,
so he will grab something to read” (semi-structured interview, 06/13). Crystal perceived their
relationship in similar ways, “I know he looks up to me. Sometimes he may not listen to me but
he does look up to me. One thing, I like to read a lot, I know Keith at first doesn’t but I think he
does because of me” (semi-structured interview, 09/13). Further, Keith is observed talking about

116	
  
	
  
his older sister in church and school. During testimony time he shared, “I thank God for my
sister, who is publishing a book” and in small group reading when his peers were talking about
their siblings he inserted, “my older sister use to go to this school” (field notes, 09/13).
In summary, I noticed similarities and differences in the perceptions of Melissa. All the
teachers from each space highlighted her inquisitives and charm. However, there were variations
in responses when further prompted to describe her. The church focused on her personality while
the school referred to her academic strengths and weaknesses. Likewise, the teachers for each
context described Keith as intelligent, articulate child and that he enjoys learning. However, they
critiqued his comprehension skills from different viewpoints, one highlights that he can extract
information from the Bible, and the other states that he can construct complete sentences. Family
members also impacted how the children navigated school and church contexts. Lastly, I will
explore the final finding for my study.
The Children Exhibit Different Identities in Small Groups or Multi-Aged Groups
The church setting and Keith’s school had small group instruction. There were no
opportunities for Melissa to work in small group learning in school, which stifled her leadership
qualities. During whole group instruction in the classrooms, both teachers were the sole
proprietors of knowledge and the children were given limited spaces in which to share their
knowledge. However, the small group learning for Melissa in church and Keith in reading
invited the children to navigate the space in different ways. This section will explore how the
structures (i.e. small or multi-age grouping) encouraged the children to shape their identities. The
conception of this theme manifested from the category collaborative work with codes social with
others and leadership.
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Melissa the Leader
The structure of Melissa’s dance class at church is a combination of whole and small
group teaching. The small groups are composed of girls ranging from 6-13 years of age and their
skills vary. Throughout these sessions, Melissa is observed leading many of the small groups.
Below are three examples that reveal her willingness and assertiveness to teach others.
Table 13: Melissa in Church
Example 1:
Melissa: Be quiet, Jackie.
Teacher (working with another group and says to Melissa’s group): Hip-Hop group are
ya’ll yawl practicing?
Jackie says to Melissa: I don’t know it.
Melissa: Okay, I will teach you.
Three other girls surround Melissa while she shows them the choreography.
Melissa: Are you even in the Hip-Hop group?
Jackie walks away but Melissa pulls her arm towards the corner to practice. Melissa
continues to teach the choreography and sings the lyrics with each move. She leads the
group and claps out the moves for the other dancers.
Example 2:
Melissa (singing the lyrics & dancing): “So up in the church with the homies”…She says
it goes fast and then there is a pause.
Other girl does the dance.
Mel: Hold up!! Slow down!!
Mel models how to do dance with the lyrics.
(Field notes, 05/13)
Example 3:
Melissa showing someone how to do a dance move.
She states: Now bend your knees and put that foot behind. There you go. Keep on doing
it.
Melissa also feels comfortable enough to correct the dance instructor during practice. During one
session, Sara was modeling the dance move and Melissa interjects, “I knew it, I knew it, you
were taking the wrong move over there.” Melissa then models which foot to use. Sara responds,
“Your right, Mel. Thanks” (field notes, 04/13). In this space, the division of labor and roles are
shared between the teacher and the learners.
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Melissa also maintains time management when working with her peers. During one
practice, her group was confused about the choreography, to which Melissa said, “Hold up for a
little bit because she [the teacher] is about to get started with another group. So let’s just practice
what we know” (field notes, 05/13). The other girls also view Melissa as a leader. Below is an
excerpt from dance practice:
Girl 1: Should we start from the top?
Melissa: Yes, let’s start from the top.
Mel starts the count and three girls are dancing.
Girl 2: This is a little fast; don’t you think?
Mel: Yea, it is fast.
Girl 2: Well how am I supposed to do the dance?
Mel: Okay, we will go slower. 5, 6, 7, 8 [counts slower]. Focus people, focus!
Girls start to dance. One girl exaggerates her moves.
Mel: You is doing the most!
The data reveals how the church structures provide Melissa an opportunity to become an
active member in the community. During dance practice at church, children partake in
cooperative learning, where each child has the opportunity to contribute to the learning process.
When they break into smaller groups, the girls have the opportunity to lead the group when one
feels confident or pose questions when they need clarification from each other. Specifically,
Melissa will ask, “okay, hold up, hold up, let me ask you a question” (field notes, 5/18/13), “can
we do it slower?” (field notes, 4/3/13), “hold up, hold up, what’s that part? Is it two times? (Field
notes, 6/1/13)
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Keith the Comedian
Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) referred to figured worlds as the spaces in
which people actively participate and construct varied identities depending on the context. Keith
exhibited shifts in his identities within the same physical space depending on the activities; more
precisely his identities shifted between whole and small group reading instruction. For example,
after reading the story of the week aloud, the class transitions to small group and use their
Weekly Center Rotation Grading Sheet to help them keep track of their centers (See Figure 7).
Each center has an assignment: (1) Reading group with teacher, which includes reading a basal
reader that has a connecting theme to the story of the week, (2) a picture book and writing
activity that also connects to the story of the week, (3) Vocabulary guides, (4) Social Studies or
Science integration, and (5) worksheets from their practice books.
During small group instruction, Keith reveals more of a humorous side while remaining
focused to complete the assignment. Below is an excerpt from small group reading:
Group 2 talking about how many lines they left blank to write answers in their notebook
for question number 1.
Keith: You guys hurry up. Let me read! I am ready to roll.
Student: Keith, no one is ready to roll. You don’t even have a car. So how could you roll?
Keith (giggles): I can roll on my head.
Everyone in-group laughs (field notes, 11/13).
Twenty minutes later:
Student: Who knows my brother’s name?
Keith and another boy raised their hands.
Student: No you don’t.
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Keith goes back and forth from conversation to book.
Keith: I am on number 4.
He starts writing number 4 on notebook.
Keith: Now, I am on number 5. I passed everybody because I am not playing.
Keith joins conversation; the group is guessing possible nicknames for the brother.
Keith: PJ! His nickname is Pajama!
Student: Your mama nickname is pajama!
Group giggles.

Both excerpts reveal his wit while concentrating on the task at hand. Below is an excerpt that
highlights his determination to complete his work despite his jovial nature:
Class timer goes off on Promethean Board.
Group 2 working faster to finish up. Talking has completely stopped.
Student: Keith must be done, Keith are you done?
Keith puts pointer finger up and continues writing.
Keith: I’m finished!
He puts leveled basal reader in bucket and walks to assigned table.
Teacher calls his group to check the work.
Keith to teacher: I was talking but I finished.
Teacher: That’s fine, as long as you have a product at the end of the work period. That’s
our goal.
Keith: Since, I was talking, I had to work really really hard.
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During small group, Keith interacts differently with his peers than the classroom teacher. He is
afforded an opportunity to reveal his humorous traits with his classmates. This characteristic is
not apparent during whole group instruction. The communication is primarily between Mrs.
Winkle and a student.
Children’s Church offers more opportunities for Keith to interact with children from a
range of ages and abilities. This space provides Keith the platform to assist others when they are
in need.
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Below are three examples that illustrate Keith helping others:
Table 14: Keith in Church
Example 1:
The director is delivering the sermon during whole group children’s church.
Director: Who came? My four and five year olds, who came?
Keith, who is not in that group, waves his hand back and forth to answer.
Director: You can go and help them find the answer, Keith.
Keith walks to a five year old with Bible. He looked through the Bible and turned the
pages then pointed.
The two girls responded, “Jesus, came up!”
Reverend: That’s right Jesus came up. The word of God, for the children of God.
All in sanctuary: Thanks be to God. (Call and response).
(Field notes, 04/13).
Example 2:
The director divided the choir by gender and working just with the girls.
The boys were sitting and waiting for director.
Keith: This is boring…just sitting. Lets try and do our part. Guys, (pointing at paper) lets
start here.
Some of the boys nodded and others just stared at paper. One boy was playing with the
music sheet, pretending it was an airplane.
Keith: Boys, praise thee the Lord with the trumpets.
Boys start to sing. One boy still playing with paper plane but singing at the same time.
Keith: No, it’s faster, isn’t it?
An older boy: Yea, its way faster.
Keith claps for beat. And boys begin to sing together. Faster beat.
Same older boy: yea, yea, that’s it!
(Field notes, 04/13).
Example 3:
Director: We have a girl that wants to sing a song for us today.
The girl walks up in front of all the classes. Her eyes looking down on the floor.
She sings lowly. Audience can barely hear.
Director: Ok, lets try that again but I want you to look up and be louder.
She starts to sing, “Jesus loves the little children…”
Keith starts to join her and play the tambourine. Then four others sing along.
The girl moves her face upwards and voice increases in volume.
Director: Excellent! One more time!
Everyone sings together.
Director: Amen. I want this place to be a place where we build you up. Where you feel
safe to come up and express yourself.
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In summary, small groups afford the participants an opportunity to become experts and draw on
each other’s background knowledge. There was not one sole person responsible for the learning
process or product. Melissa and Keith were permitted to contribute to different areas, in which
they felt most comfortable.
Conclusion
Melissa and Keith uniquely navigated each space depending on various factors. These
factors were highlighted through the support of my theoretical frameworks: CHAT, CRT, and
tenets of identity theory. My first finding explored how the literacy practices impacted how the
children participated in each context. In church, the literacy practices were communal and based
in oral literacy while in school, the practices were individualized and the majority of the
interactions were between the teacher and student. Secondly, the relationships between teachers,
parents, and siblings affected the way the children navigated the church and school. Lastly, the
small groups resembled cooperative learning, where each child contributed to the learning
process. Overall, the children took up the identities that were valued in each context. The final
chapter will link these findings with implications for policy makers and educators.
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Chapter 6
DISCUSSION
Introduction
This multiple-case study investigated how children of the Black middle class navigated
two learning domains: the church and school. It also examined the literacy practices in each
space. The focus participants, Melissa and Keith, are third grade students who attend the same
church but different schools within the same district. The following research questions were
explored: (1) How do children of the Black middle class navigate and negotiate their literate
identities between church and school? (2) What are the literacy practices in each context? To
seek answers for these questions, this study utilized multiple data sources to guide my scholarly
inquiry, including field observations of the church and school; semi-structured interviews with
Melissa and Keith, their perspective family members and teachers; document analysis; and
researcher memos. This multiple design case study was framed by four cases: (1) Melissa in
church, (2) Melissa in school, (3) Keith in church, and (4) Keith in school. Each case was
individually analyzed with three main coding schemes: hypothesis, verbal exchange, and value.
Then I conducted a within-case analysis using comparative analysis to examine similarities and
differences across spaces.
My data analysis uncovered three themes: (1) communal and individual practices
encourage diverse ways of engaging, (2) relationships influence how the children navigate each
space, and (3) the children exhibit different identities in small or multi-aged groups. In this
chapter, I enrich my findings with relevant literature and implications for stakeholders. Lastly, I
will describe the limitations and present suggestions for future research.
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Ways of Being in Church and School
The data highlighted how the participants strategically navigated each space: the church
and school. Their literate identities drastically changed between the two contexts. This shift in
identities led to my first claim: that literacy practices contribute to the different ways of being.
According to Mahiri and Godly (1998), “who people are and how they live made all the
difference in how they learned, how they engaged in literacy practices, and the role that literacy
played in their identity” (p. 420). In both settings, the children demonstrated literate identities in
unique and varied ways. For example, in church both participants constructed understandings of
church practices and ultimately their identities through communal activities (i.e. singing,
dancing, praying, call and response). While in school, they learned a different way of engaging
in literacy practices, which were more individualized (i.e. daily language activities, Round
Robin, and cloze passages). Therefore, literacy practices were closely linked to issues of
identity.
Church leaders encouraged the children to build on each other’s expertise and assist the
community while the school settings rewarded individual behavior and knowledge. Both
communities fostered a negotiation of tasks, powers, and responsibilities in the activity systems,
which are known as division of labor (Cole & Engeström, 1993). For example, in dance and
choir, children are continually performing and revising who they are in relation to each other.
During dance sessions, the girls alternate who guides the group depending on the levels of
knowledge. They teach each other parts of the choreography that they are familiar with. This
practice provides a space for Melissa to lead when she feels confident or ask questions when she
needs clarification. Likewise, Keith actively and loudly participates by responding to the
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Director, composing music and sharing his understandings with others. The church fosters a
community where everyone negotiates and contributes to the learning process.
In contrast, school practices are centered on individualized work and the teachers’ nonnegotiable division of labor, which positions the children differently than how they are perceived
at church. The activity systems shaped how the children interact and are shaped by the actions of
the adults. Class participation is heavily censored; specifically, students must raise their hands
quietly and answer in complete sentences. Also, during whole group instruction, interactions are
directly between the teacher and student. As a result, Melissa is viewed as a quiet person who is
more of a team player than a leader. This observation highlighted “that when activities become
institutionalized, they are robust and enduring, such as activity systems in schools reproduce
monotonous actions and repetitive outcomes” (Cole & Engeström p.8, 1993).
In addition, fragmented identities (Moye, 2000) are shaped by the audience and setting
(Mishler, 1999), which may clash or blend (Sarup, 1996). The participants illuminate the
complexity of identity construction and align with postmodernist views that identity is not a
concrete state but is an incomplete self or a subject in process (Sarup, 1996). This is congruent
with the findings of Knobel (1999 & 2001) studies that explored in school and out-of-school
literacy practices that featured one student, Jacques that constructed different identities between
middle school and church. In school he was an observer, while in church he was an active
participant. In addition, McMillion and Edwards’s (2000) finding that Joshua experienced
difficulties between church and preschool due to different norms is parallel to Sarup’s notion that
identities clash. Therefore, my study provides an additional layer because it examines elementary
aged students that purposefully navigate the spaces differently. These children showcase an
understanding of how to assert themselves at church, but do not show the same assertion at
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school. However, there are missed opportunities for Melissa and Keith to reveal other fragments
of their identities. How powerful would it be if Melissa had opportunities to display her
leadership traits in school as she does in church? Or for Keith to have increased chances to
support his peers in the learning process while making them laugh?
CRP in the Church and School
Many researchers have studied the practice of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP),
which embeds cultural experiences, values, and traditions in the curriculum (Au & Jordan, 1981;
Heath, 1982; Lee, 2007; Moll & Gonzalez, 1994). According to Ladson-Billings (1995), the
tenets of CRP foster (a) academic achievement, (b) cultural competence, and (c) critical
consciousness. Although curriculum plays a pivotal role in students’ success and fosters a rich
literacy environment, other factors such as teachers’ beliefs and pedagogies can influence student
engagement. The teachers constantly referred to students mastering the Common Core standards
and the expectations of infusing the standards in curriculum mapping. Thus my second claim is
that teachers are consumed with educational policy (i.e. Common Core standards and high-stakes
testing), which in turn influences their lack of culturally relevant teaching. Although, they
conveyed positive intentions to teach their students from an inclusive approach, this was not
observed. Thus, there was a lack of cultural competence and critical consciousness; it is
insufficient to simply utilize culturally relevant text. True CRP learning only occurs when
curriculum and teacher practices effectively intersect. Specifically, the ways teachers engaged
students and their selection of curriculum materials structured how children learned. It is crucial
that teachers begin to realize their positions of power and privilege within the classroom.
Findings from a study by King (2014), describe how a teacher acknowledged her strong sense of
academic excellence but lack of cultural excellence. This teacher noted the praise she received
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from administration for implementing mandated standards and strong classroom/time
management yet after several readings, she became cognizant of her lack of cultural
responsiveness. The findings of this teacher research study uncovered that students will become
more engaged, cooperative with each other, and demonstrate more knowledge when teachers
include the community (parents) and use culturally responsive content and instruction. This is in
contrast to the behaviors and actions of the teachers in this study. Keith’s teacher Mrs. Winkle,
required students to always speak in complete sentences in her classroom. While it is crucial that
children of color are able to access the language of power, teachers also need to spark critical
classroom discourse on how and why Standard English is standard (Delpit, 1995). Questions
such as, who decides what is standard and what’s acceptable? The discussion of understanding
audience and context also needs to be taught in every classroom. Another example of lack of
CRP is showcased in the lack of small group learning in Melissa’s classroom. The division of
labor was non-negotiable, which limited the exploration of oral language and did not align with
the students’ cultural backgrounds.
On the other hand, the church employed culturally relevant pedagogy by incorporating
the children’s interests and valuing their language. This practice established a learning
community inclusive of the church’s youth. Merely listening to gospel music with African roots
and reading text featuring African-American children were not enough to satisfy the components
of culturally relevant pedagogy. The church literacy events were shared learning experiences that
were demonstrated weekly as each child had the opportunity to express his/her gratitude to God,
lead the whole group Children’s church service, sing and dance together whether they were
members of the choir/dance ministry or not, and to interact with one another. Specifically, the
division of labor was negotiable in this activity system because the roles shifted. Also, the
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children were not reprimanded for utilizing their home language AAVE, a rule-governed
language deeply rooted in the African American community. Instead, they were encouraged to
use one particular speech pattern known as call and response. The students were expected to
respond as loudly as possible. This approach to teaching fostered enthusiasm and inquisitiveness
in the children. Therefore, the decision to embrace the cultural diversity that permeates the
learning environment is powerful in that it can invite children to become active participants
during instructional activities (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Delpit, 2006).
Multi-aged/leveled Grouping in School
The data illuminates the significance of multi-aged and leveled grouping with children.
During church dance practice, Melissa exhibited leadership qualities while working with her
peers. In school, there are limited opportunities for small group learning because primarily the
teacher directs instruction. The divisions of labor are non-negotiable during whole group
instruction for both participants. According to Freire (1968; 2000) educational settings take the
form of a banking model, which entails the teacher transmitting the information to a student.
Also, the older siblings influenced the participants through literacy events such as: reading,
playing, and working towards a common goal. Therefore, my last claim is that students need an
opportunity to work in small groups that are composed of various ages and levels. This finding
confirms other research studies examining the impact of older siblings for literacy learning
advancement. For example, Volk and Acosta (2004) uncovered older siblings acting as skillful
mediators to support second-language learners. The study highlighted shared reading experiences
of the two Puerto Rican five year olds at home with their older siblings and cousins. The older
brothers modeled reading, decoding, and metacognitive skills. Likewise, Weisner (1989)
revealed that older siblings play an important role in the care and education of children.
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Similarly, Melissa and Keith had older siblings that were high achievers in school and children’s
church. The two aspired to perform just like their siblings, whether it was in the number of books
read, the disciplined dancing, entrance into the gifted program, or earning high academic grades.
Also, the multi-aged groups in church provided all the children an opportunity to shift roles
between being a teacher or learner, especially during dance and choir practice. In summary,
multi-aged and multi-leveled grouping provides an opportunity to build a diverse community of
learners, where each person can contribute and learn from one another.
Implications of the Study
This section will present implications for policy makers and educators. The findings from
this study illuminate that students engage in literacy practices outside of schools. Unfortunately,
stakeholders are rarely cognizant of these practices, and thus students are expected to conform to
traditional school literacy norms. The limited definition of literacy is problematic, especially
when schools across the country are filled with a unique blend of ethnic diversity. Addressing
this diversity is essential to delivering quality education. Hence, my first implication is that
policy makers need to value students’ out-of-school literacy practices. The school environment is
a location where power struggles between dominant and subordinate groups are likely to occur
(Lazar, Edwards, & McMillon, 2012). Specifically, economic (wealthy vs. poor/working class),
linguistic (standard English vs. non-standard dialects), racial (white vs. people of color), and
gender (male vs. female) biases impact the educational process. In an environment where
students are expected to meet the learning and living standards set forth by largely white, middleclass families, teachers are under intense pressure to ‘school’ non-white, middle class children to
repress their cultural differences in order to achieve high test scores on exams that are produced
neither by nor for people of color. This oppressive nature of schools presents a challenge to
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teachers as they endeavor to prepare and develop culturally relevant material. However, if policy
makers take into consideration culturally diverse classrooms, this could foster an opportunity for
students and teachers to actively engage in schools and bridge the gap between school and home.
The opportunity for academic success is strengthened when educational policy starts to promote
an atmosphere that positions students of color from a non-deficit lens. It then becomes viable for
teachers to instruct from a culturally relevant approach.
It is significant for educators to acknowledge the complexity of African American
learners. This particular racial group hosts a plethora of diversity in relation to ethnicity,
nationality, and region. Therefore, practitioners cannot assume that any implemented CRP will
be sufficient for all African American learners. Code (1993) frames this in epistemology by
stating “knowers are always somewhere-and at once limited and enabled by the specificities of
their locations” (p. 39). Similarly, Lee (2005) explained, “Being African and being African
American are not necessarily mutually exclusive” (p. 64). Lee goes on to say, “all members of a
cultural community do not share equally in the funds of knowledge and belief systems” (2005, p.
65). This school of thought evokes my second implication: that classroom teachers need to
actively seek ways to embrace sociocultural literacy teaching, which will be reflected in their
daily practices. This would require teachers to further investigate their students’ literacy
experiences outside of school. According to King, Akua, and Russell (2014), educators must
acknowledge Black students’ culture, heritage and ways of knowing and being to affirm identity
formation. They posited, “the sense of connectedness to the Black community provides meaning
and purpose and ties the self to strategies for school achievement” (p.120). For example,
educators could administer a reading survey for each student and during encounters with parents,
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ask questions that would solicit deeper insights into the interests and personalities of their
students.
Grounded in Vygotsky’s work (1986), Cazden provides recommendations to encourage
student collaboration by following non-traditional format of lessons, such as jigsaws, studentcollaborated projects, and reciprocal teaching. These activities shift the speaking rights and
listening responsibilities of both teacher and student, fostering the role of the student is a
participant and not a spectator (Dewey, 1988). Students need to collaborate with each other in
clarifying or expanding their ideas and not expect the teacher to guide discussions.
Limitations
It is crucial to consider the possible limitations as I complete the study. One shortcoming
was the application of my theoretical framework because the data required a theory that went
beyond critical race theory. The language utilized in the church settings highlighted a communal
aspect and way of engaging, which could be adequately analyzed using an African-centered
theory. The church provided instruction from an Afrocentric approach that propelled the children
to see themselves in the curriculum as a united front (Fraser, 2000). Situating the study in an
African-centered theory could have allowed me to take a closer analysis of the actual language
that was being used in church. In addition, the two participants were a boy and girl, however my
theoretical framework did not provide a lens for gender analysis. Therefore, I was unable to
further explore Melissa’s meekness in school, which is closely tied to research that uncovers how
African-American girls are socialized in schools. In particular, Black girls practice silence as a
strategy to obtain school success (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; Henry, 1998; O’Conner,
1997). Henry’s work highlights that Black female students are confronted with gender dynamics
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that suppress multiple identities for women of African ancestry, which is congruent with my
findings of Melissa.
I am also cognizant that some may fear that issues around generalizability were not met
due to the number of participants. However, my research methodology, comparative case study,
provides contextual and detailed data that statistical research does not yield. Further, my roles as
a member of the community and researcher are twofold. Some critics may consider my insider
status as an impeding stance. There is a preconceived notion that research conducted by an
insider is not real research due to subjectivity and the possibility of being driven by an agenda
(Johnson-Bailey, 1999). Regardless of stance, whether insider or outsider, I argue that all
researchers have subjectivities and an agenda. In response, the researcher should acknowledge
these subjectivities and agendas during the entire scope of the study (Merriam, 2009; Peshkin,
1988). Likewise, “I want to, actively seek out my subjectivity. I do not want to stumble upon it
accidentally as I am writing up the data. I want to be mindful of its enabling and disabling
potential while collecting an analyzing data” (Peshkin, 1988, p.18). Therefore, after each session
of data collection, I narrated into a digital tape recorder and described how I felt in regards to the
experience on the field. The biggest challenge that I faced was analyzing the data too critically
for two main reasons. First, I am a member of the church and secondly, the teachers did welcome
me into their classroom spaces. My subjectivities strongly emerged during the writing process of
my dissertation. This was a feat that I constantly wrestled with but found assurance when heavily
relying on previous research findings. In addition, both mothers of the participants are educators.
These mothers were knowledgeable of school choice and the expectations of schools in a way
that other parents may not have been. For this reason, I posed questions during our interviews
that uncovered how their occupation affected their parenting. Lastly, I have to consider how my
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participants view me. Despite our mutual characteristics of race, class, culture, and church
affiliation, as a researcher, I am still considered an outsider. Consequently, I continuously
worked to build trust between the participants and myself.
Future Directions
This study contributes to a small body of literature regarding the literacy practices of
Black middle class children. Yet, there is room for further investigation. Building on these
findings, I intend to extend my research to include observations of home literacy practices. Even
though the present study focused on literate identities in church and school, observations of
home literacy practices would enrich my data. I would like to continue examining out-of-school
literacy practices, such as community centers, social organizations, and after-school programs. I
would also like to broaden my population and study children born of immigrant parents. These
families may have less economic, social, and cultural capital than the families in my study and I
am interested in how that would impact the children. Therefore, my future research question is:
How do first-generation American children navigate and negotiate their literate identities
between church and school? If possible, I would also like to conduct a longitudinal study and
follow Keith and Melissa in middle and high school.
Conclusion
In this study, I was able to examine the ways children of the Black middle class negotiate
their literate identities between church and school. In church, the participants engaged in
different roles that shifted between the teachers and learners because the literacy practices were
communal and grounded in cultural practices whereas the school literacy practices were
individualized and driven by standardized testing with a heavy focus on Common Core
standards. Despite, these differences the children adapted so effortlessly into both spaces without
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experiencing any cultural conflict, which was extremely surprising. This was possible due to
various relationships that provided mentoring and modeling to Keith and Melissa. They are high
achievers in both spaces and have teachers that set high expectations for them.
Findings from this study highlight the missed opportunities classroom teachers are
overlooking. It is significant for teachers to find ways to embrace outside literacy practices and
integrate them into the curriculum. Students need to be afforded equal opportunities to assert
themselves in different ways and contribute to the learning communities in and out of school.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Phase 1 Interview Questions
Child

Tell me about yourself. How would you describe yourself?
Tell me about Sunday school.
What are some things that you like about Sunday school? What are some things
you don’t like about Sunday school?
Have you ever been in a play, concert or performed in church? If so, please tell
me more about it.
What are some other things you do in church?
What kind of person does Sunday school teach you to be?
How would your Sunday school teacher describe you?
How would your friends at church describe you?
Parent How would you describe yourself and your child racially? Economically?
How would you describe your child as a reader? Tell me about his/her reading
activities.
Tell me about your child’s Sunday school experience.
Why do you support your child’s participation in church?
How would you describe your child as a Sunday school student?
What are some things you like/dislike about the Sunday school? The children’s
ministry?
Has your child participated in any performance based activities to (i.e. dances,
plays, choir and/or spoken word) in church? If so, please describe.
What are some activities, rituals, and traditions that you and your child do at
home and in the community?
How is reading represented in the home? In church and community?
Sunday How long have you been teaching Sunday school? Is there any type of training
or workshops required for teaching Sunday school? If so, please describe.
school Are there any other capacities you have served as a teacher (in and out of the
church)?
teacher What is the purpose of Sunday school? Your philosophy for Sunday school?
How would you define literacy?
How are the lessons developed? Are the lessons focused on auditory, visual, or
kinesthetic approaches?
What materials do you use for Sunday school? Who selects the materials?
What types of activities are generally completed in Sunday school?
How would you describe the Sunday school classroom/environment?
How are the children represented in the lessons?
How does__________ interact with the other children? Do they work together?
Play together? If so, how?
Are there any opportunities for children to participate in performances, (i.e.
dances, plays, concerts and/or spoken word)? If so, please describe.
How is reading represented in Sunday school? Or any children church activity?
How would you describe________ as a person/child/student? As a reader?
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Appendix 2: Phase 2 Classroom Teacher Interview Questions
Classroom How long have you been an educator?
Are there any other capacities you have served as a teacher/tutor (in and out of
Teacher
the school)?
How would you define literacy?
What is the mission of this school?
How would you describe this school? This classroom?
How are the reading lesson plans developed? Are the lessons focused on
auditory, visual, or kinesthetic approaches?
What materials do you generally use for reading? Who selects the materials?
What types of activities are generally completed during reading?
How are the children represented in the lessons?
How does__________ interact with the other children? Does he/she work
together? Play together? If so, how?
Are there any opportunities for children to participate in performances, (i.e.
dances, plays, concerts and/or spoken word)? If so, please describe.
Are there any performance-based assessments? If so, please describe.
How would you describe________ as a person? As a reader?
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Appendix 3: Phase 2 Interview Questions
Child

Tell me about school.
What are some things that you like about school? What are some things you
don’t like about school?
What are some other things you do in school?
Have you ever sang or acted in school? If so, please tell me more about it.
What kind of person does school teach you to be?
How would your teacher describe you?
How would your friends at school describe you?

Sibling

Can you tell me about _______? How would you describe him/her?
Describe your relationship as siblings. Some things you do together.

Parent

Did you personally select the elementary school? Or is it a zoned school?
How has your profession influenced your parenting?
How would you describe ______ as a student?
I am going to share with you the interview responses from church and
school, so we can talk about them further.
Do you attend any PTA activities or school events, if so why?
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Appendix 4: Melissa’s Writing
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Appendix 5: Dance Homework
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Appendix 6: Behavior Plan, Procedures, Vision
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Appendix 7: Church Workbook
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Appendix 8: Writing Instruction

3/24/14

What is a Response to Literature

Response to Literature

A Response to Literature is a written
response about a book, poem, or article
you have read or was read to you.

How do you write a
Response to Literature

Always…..

!

!

When you write a Response to Literature,
look for ways to provide details and facts
from the story to help you explain what
you have read.

Explain your feelings about what you have
read
! Give examples from the story to support
your statement
!

1
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